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ABSTRACT
An abstract of the thesis of Jon Darin Daehnke for the Master of Arts in Anthropology
presented May I 0, 2002.

Title: Public Outreach and the "Hows" of Archaeology: Archaeology as a Model for
Education

There is growing awareness of the importance of public outreach in
archaeology. Many professional archaeologists argue that in order to ensure continued
funding we must communicate the relevance of our discipline to the public in a more
effective manner. Furthermore, it is often argued that public outreach and education
provides perhaps the only reliable defense against looting and rampant psuedoarchaeology.
Current outreach activities, however, tend to focus on what archaeologists have
discovered about the past. While this type of outreach is important, a more effective
model for public outreach would focus on the methods of archaeology, rather than the
results. Archaeology, with its focus on multiple lines of evidence, intertwining of the
sciences and humanities, and multi-cultural perspective provides a unique model for
addressing and answering questions, a model which could serve as a base for
education. Promoting the methods of archaeology as an educational model, or at the
very least, remembering the methods in our outreach activities, may be, in the long
run, the most effective method for establishing the relevance of our discipline.
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All things being equal, archaeology could be justified
on the basis of its inherent interest. But all things are
rarely equal, and therefore archaeological activities
and their relevance to today's world do need
justification. To what is archaeology pertinent?
-Jeremy A. Sabloff (1998: 871)

Chapter 1
Introduction

The importance of public outreach in archaeology and heritage issues has long
been recognized. Numerous works have been dedicated to the topic (e.g., Jameson
1994, 1997; Knudson et al 1995; McGimsey 1972; Merriman 1991; Tilden 1977;
Uzzell 1989) and the Society for American Archaeology regularly produces an online
newsletter, Archaeology and Public Education, devoted to public outreach. The most
recent edition of The SAA Archaeological Record (Volume 2:2, 2002) also focused
exclusively on public outreach. Nonetheless, there continues to be concern that
archaeologists are not doing enough to promote their profession to the public. Few
archaeologists would consider public outreach as one of the most important
responsibilities of their job, and graduate programs in archaeology rarely incorporate
outreach training into their curriculum. The approach that many outreach efforts take
may also be a cause for concern.

In 1996 Archaeology and Public Education carried an editorial by Charles
Blanchard. In this editorial, Blanchard laments the fact that not everyone shares the
same sense of value for the past as he does. He argues, therefore, that the focus of
1

public education should be on establishing the value of the past and making it
personally important to everyone. He hopes to achieve this by
First developing some viable educational vectors for the wonderful information
that archaeology contributes to our knowledge of history and prehistory (i.e.,
teaching what we know); and eventually progressing to the techniques of
archaeology (i.e., how we know) only when the ethical precepts of genuine
archaeology were better understood and more generally shared ... this is the
proper order for introducing archaeology to the public: what we know first and
how we know only when the importance of the Past and the preciousness of its
intact remains are better appreciated (1996: 6).

Therefore, in terms of public outreach the "whats" of archaeology take precedence
over the "hows," and current outreach activities tend to reflect this.
Blanchard may not be right. While it is important to educate the public about the
information that archaeologists have learned, I argue that a more effective model of
public outreach would stress the "hows" of archaeology as much as the results. Public
outreach should focus on that which makes archaeology unique - the method behind
the archaeology. Archaeology, with its focus on multiple lines of evidence,
intertwining of the sciences and humanities, and multi-cultural perspective provides a
unique model for addressing and answering questions. This model can serve as a
framework for education. Presenting archaeology as an educational model may be, in
the long run, the most effective method for promoting the value of archaeology to the
public.

2

What is Public Outreach?
It is reasonable to assume that most archaeologists obtain a certain amount of

personal pleasure from their jobs. The intellectual challenge of interpreting the
archaeological record, as well as the fact that research occasionally occurs outside in
scenic and exotic places, makes archaeology an attractive career. But the practice of
archaeology does not consist of isolated researchers hoarding away information and
artifacts for their own personal satisfaction. Archaeology is public: much of it occurs
out in the open, it is predominantly supported by public funds, and it is part of an
academic tradition that requires public access to results. Therefore, it is incumbent
upon those engaged in the profession to participate in public outreach.
In its most basic sense public outreach is simply educating the public about
archaeology. Public outreach can take many forms and covers a broad scope of
activities, from formal educational programs and curriculum development to site tours.
It encompasses editorials in the local paper as well as multimedia presentations on the

World Wide Web. It can be as monumental as the Field Museum in Chicago or as
humble as a small interpretive sign at a national wildlife refuge. A professor giving a
talk about his or her research at a public forum or publishing a book on the topic is
engaging in public outreach. But it is also outreach if this same professor talks about
archaeology to the person standing next to him or her at a cocktail party.
Just as there is no one form of outreach, there is also no singular audience.
McManamon (1991) notes that there are several "publics" that should be learning
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about archaeology. These include the general public, students and teachers, legislators,
public administrators, and Native Americans. There is obviously overlap between
these audiences - members of one audience may, at another time or in another
position, belong to a different audience. But in general these audiences differ, and
McManamon argues that different outreach messages and different means of delivery
need to be developed for each. But if appropriate outreach messages are to be designed
for these audiences then there must be some sense of public attitudes and perceptions
toward archaeology.

What are Public Perceptions and Attitudes About Archaeology?
Survey research consistently indicates that among the general public there is a
high level of interest in archaeology. Polls show that a large segment of the public is
fascinated by the past and by the work that archaeologists do. These same polls,
however, also suggest that the public has a misunderstanding of the archaeological
record and the current legislation that protects it.
Harris Interactive conducted the most recent survey on public attitudes toward
archaeology (Ramos and Duganne 2000). The survey was initiated by a number of
archaeological organizations, including the Society for American Archaeology, the
Archaeological Conservancy, the Archaeological Institute of America, various
departments of the Department of the Interior, and the Society for Historical
Archaeology. The goal of the survey was to learn how well Americans understand the
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practice, results and values of archaeology and archaeological laws, as well as the
public's level of interest and participation in archaeology and archaeological activities.
The results of the poll suggest that, in general, the public supports archaeology
and has a sense of what it is that archaeologists do. A high percentage of respondents
(99%), when read a list of possible topics of archaeological study, recognize that
archaeologists study past civilization. Unfortunately, 85% of this same group also
believe that archaeologists study dinosaurs, validating a fear among archaeologists that
this is a common misperception among the public 1• As expected, people with a high
level of interest in archaeology, or who have visited a site, are more knowledgeable
about archaeology than those with little interest or experience.
Only 3% of all respondents state that they are uninterested in learning about
archaeology, and a large majority (90%) believe that students should learn about
archaeology as part of the school curriculum, with 43% of this group believing that
archaeology should be included as part of the curriculum as early as grades K through
4. Respondents are most likely to learn about archaeology through televison programs
(56%), followed by books and encyclopedias (33%), magazines (33%), and
newspapers (24%).
Nearly all respondents (99%) state that archaeological sites have educational and
scientific value, and a clear majority of the public (96%) believes that there should be

1

When asked the open-ended question, "What do you think of when you hear the
word 'archaeology'?" only 10% gave "dinosaurs/dinosaur bones" as a response, perhaps
suggesting that this misperception, while still widespread, may not be as prevalent as seems.
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laws to protect archaeological resources. Interestingly, more respondents (85%) think
that there should be laws to prevent the construction of a house or business on the site
of a prehistoric Indian village than think there should be laws to prevent construction
on the site of a former Revolutionary or Civil War battle (73%). But while most
people feel that there should be laws protecting archaeological resources only 69%
think that there should be laws that prevent the general public from selling artifacts
found on their property, a result not surprising given the strong views on private
property rights in American society. And less than 60% of respondents support laws
prohibiting the removal of arrowheads found on public property for private use. In all
instances, however, over half of the public holds the view that there should be laws
protecting archaeological resources on private as well as public land.
While the public may support the enactment of laws protecting archaeological
resources, few are aware of current laws already on the books. Slightly more than a
quarter ofrespondents (28%) know oflaws protecting archaeological sites, while less
than a quarter (24%) are aware of laws protecting unmarked human burial sites,
shipwrecks (22 %), and laws regulating the buying and selling of artifacts (23 %).
The results of the Harris Interactive survey taken in the United States closely
mirror the results of surveys taken in British Columbia, Canada (Pokotylo and Mason
1991; Pokotylo and Guppy 1999). Like the American survey, results suggest that in
general the Canadian public supports archaeology and archaeological laws. But when
asked if governments currently have laws to protect archaeological sites and artifacts,
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68.2% were uncertain (Pokotylo and Guppy 1999: 410). Furthermore, nearly half
(47.9%) of the respondents, when asked if they would buy an object from an
archaeological site, said they would (1999: 410). The most recent survey also indicates
that when it comes to Aboriginal peoples' stewardship of their own archaeological
heritage, the response is generally negative. But, as Pokotylo and Guppy note, it is
difficult to determine whether this is due to ignorance about and/or lack of support for
Aboriginal claims, or due to the public giving priority to its own interests in
archaeological sites (1999: 411 ).
These surveys present a view of mainstream archaeology and heritage
management. The discipline of archaeology, however, attracts a fringe audience that is
more interested in UFO's, conspiracy theories, hyper-diffusionism, moundbuilders,
and the coexistence of humans and dinosaurs than in changes in subsistence patterns of
ancient cultures (unless, of course, the change in subsistence is due to alien agency).
This more speculative side of archaeology is prevalent and long-standing. One need
only to turn to the Discovery Channel to see Leonard Nimoy discuss the lost city of
Atlantis, or peruse some of the books found in the archaeology sections of popular
bookstores (e.g. von Daniken 1970, 1972, 1974; Cremo and Thompson 1993).
Archaeologists have long been concerned about this fringe element of
archaeology, and numerous articles and books have been written about it (e.g. Feder
1999; Williams 1991). In 1984 Kenneth Feder conducted a survey of college students
at Central Connecticut State University (Feder 1984). Feder's primary goal was to
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assess students' knowledge of archaeology, and in specific to determine how views on
archeology had been influenced by "pseudoscience." In part, the results of the survey
are similar to the surveys discussed above - while students display some ignorance
concerning archaeology, most are interested in learning about it. The survey also
notes, however, that 27% of respondents believe in the prehistoric visitation of our
planet by extraterrestrials, 29% believe that there is good evidence for the Lost
Continent of Atlantis, and 12% believe that a curse from King Tut resulted in the
deaths of archaeologists. The survey was given again in 1994 (Feder 1995), and results
were similar except for the fact that the percentages in two of the categories,
extraterrestrials and King Tut's curse, actually increased. Feder concludes that while
students are interested in learning about archaeology they are "largely ignorant of
archeology and related topics" and "are a ripe audience for pseudoscientists and
charlatans who parade as archaeologists and would have the public accept all sorts of
unacceptable nonsense about the past and its study" (1984: 536).

8

Chapter 2
Why Should We Do Public Outreach?

One of the reasons that archaeologists ought to participate in public outreach is
to correct the type of pseudoscientific misinformation just discussed. But why should
archaeologists care about the pseudoscientific fringe? What is the harm in stories
about mummified giants, lost races, or pyramids as runways to the stars? Feder (1999)
points out that in most cases there is no harm. He notes that he used to own a Ouija
board, read books on flying saucers, and analyze hand writing. Furthermore, many
people read tabloids like The Sun and the Weekly World News, but most do so for
entertainment value and realize that the stories are not true. Pseudoscientific
archaeology, however, has not always been so benign. Stories of moundbuilders or
hyperdiffusionism diminish the cultural accomplishments of aboriginal groups. Fringe
archaeology has also at times become mainstream nationalistic archaeology, used to
promote one race or culture over others (e.g. Arnold 1990, 1992; Arnold and
Hassmann 1995; Fawcett 1995; Schmidt 1999; Trigger 1989, 1995). But perhaps the
most important reason to care is that pseudoscientific archaeology is speculative and
unsubstantiated - it has no method for verification. Without the requirements of
testable evidence, archaeology becomes a series of "just so" stories.
A second reason for public outreach is that it may help to protect and preserve
sites. Looting, site destruction and the illegal selling of artifacts is a prime concern in
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archaeology and heritage management (e.g., King 1991; Lerner 1991; Nickens 1991).
Public outreach may help this problem in a few ways. First, as previously noted, the
public is often unaware of legislation protecting archaeological sites. While many
looters are aware that their actions are illegal, there may be those who, out of
ignorance, innocently engage in illegal activities. Educating the public about current
legislation and the importance of preserving sites can correct this. Secondly, there is a
logistical problem in protecting many archaeological resources: large areas combined
with small staffs. Constant policing of sites is simply not feasible. An informed public
can serve as an additional set of eyes and ears, and in fact many tips on illegal
activities come from concerned citizens. Public outreach can also create a sense of
community pride in an archaeological resource, such as the residents of Ridgefield,
Washington feel for Cathlapotle, a Chinook village site located near the town, or that
has been established at the Sannai Maruyama site in Japan (Habu and Fawcett 1999).
This fosters a sense of protection for a site and aids in its preservation.
Some archaeologists argue, however, that for site protection the opposite
approach should be taken - information on archaeological sites should be kept away
from the public. And in practice this is how most site information is handled. State
Historic Preservation Offices are not required to give the public access to site records,
as information on archaeological sites are not subject to the Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA). However, the belief that secrecy protects sites may, at best, be naive and
may in fact hurt the field of archaeology:
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In the United States and many other countries, site management programs
traditionally have been built around the concept that adequate preservation can
be achieved by simply keeping site locations secret and the public away. While
there certainly is a positive correlation between site visitation levels and
degradation, the issue is not as clear-cut as most archaeologists would like to
believe. In fact, evidence suggests that the site secrecy strategy is not working
very well. First, it is failing as a means of keeping the public away from sites,
one of its major purposes ... The second and most critical way that the site secrecy
strategy is failing concerns its ultimate inability to prevent vandalism and site
destruction, its most fundamental goal... The third and final way that the site
secrecy strategy has failed us is slightly more complex but, for this reason, all
the more serious. It results in financial strangulation, and it concerns the way
that bureaucratic funding is allocated and resource importance established ...
Resources used by the public (such as campgrounds) receive funding (Whitley
2001: 27-28).

Whitley cogently raises a third reason for public outreach - securing adequate
funding. Archaeology is a time-consuming and expensive process, and unlike research
and development in the business world, there is rarely, if ever, a financial return on the
initial investment. While financial support for archaeological work occasionally comes
from private citizens, government agencies serve as the primary source of funding.
Many archaeologists, however, believe that politics and the science of archaeology do
not mix. This is an impractical and naive point of view:
Why are politics important to archaeology? The short answer is because
archaeology is almost totally dependent on politics, whether we like it or not.
The overwhelming majority of the archaeology in the United States is done by,
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because of, or paid for by some part of the governm.ent which consists of people
elected to office ("politicians"), the people they appoint to office, and their staffs
(Bense 2000:83).

Lobbying is big business in capitol hallways and there is a limited pool of funds from
which to draw. If archaeologists do not educate legislators about the importance of
archaeological preservation they will ultimately be overlooked when resources are
allocated.
A fourth reason for public outreach is professional obligation and duty. This
takes a variety of forms. First, there is the legal obligation for archaeologists to engage
in public outreach. Most cultural resource management (CRM) work centers around
complying with Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA). But
while Section 106 is a reactive law, designed to protect potentially threatened sites,
Section 110 of the NHP A is a proactive law, requiring federal agencies to develop
programs to detect and promote cultural resources. Additional legal mandates for
outreach exist:
The Antiquities Act was enacted more than 90 years ago to regulate how
archaeological sites were to be treated on public lands. The statue emphasized
expert, systematic excavation and recording as part of any archaeological
investigation on public land. To receive a permit, the applicant had to ensure that
any material excavated or collected would be placed in a "public museum" and
that the finds should be "accessible to the public" (43 CFR 3 .17). From the very
beginning of government efforts to protect archaeological resources, the
importance of public outreach and accessibility of archaeological information
12

was recognized (McManamon 1998: 3).

Federal laws, however, are not the only reason that archaeologists are obligated
to engage in public outreach. In their role as researchers and as members of a body of
scholars, archaeologists are also obligated to make their work public. It may seem that
this is not really public outreach at all, and is instead just a dialogue between members
of a rather exclusive group. And unfortunately, in practice this may be the case.
Members of the general public rarely read detailed site forms, and if they did the forms
may be so heavily laden with jargon that it may appear unintelligible. Nonetheless,
published reports are available to the public for scrutiny, and it is this public
presentation of findings that helps to separate archaeologists from pothunters.
It has also been argued that archaeologists are in a unique position as stewards of
a very important resource. As a result of this position archaeologists carry an
important responsibility:
We all have a right to our past, and our past is the worldwide record of the
human experience ... A public trust is an individual or group responsibility to
protect other people's rights to these heritage values and to the things (artifacts,
ecofacts, sites) that embody these values. Because things and ideas are involved,
they can be considered property - common property held in a common trust
(Knudson 1991: 3; see also Knudson and Keel 1995).

Knudson argues that as stewards of the "public trust" it is the role of the archaeologist
to protect and preserve the human community's past, and part of protecting and
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preserving includes education of the general public, both children and adults.
Perhaps the most important reason for public outreach encompasses all of the
reasons just discussed: archaeologists engage in public outreach in order to establish
the relevancy of their profession. Archaeology, as a profession, does not need to exist.
Interest in the past is a leisure activity (Merriman 1991: 83-93), and as such,
archaeology is really a creation of an affluent society. The salaries of archaeology
professors and cultural resource managers are not mandated by law. If doctors were to
go on strike people would notice. If garbage collectors went on strike people would
notice. Airline personnel were ordered by the President not to strike. If the Society for
American Archaeology ordered a walkout of all archaeological personnel it is doubtful
that life for most Americans would be drastically altered.
The issue of relevancy haunts the discipline. Many archaeologists have probably
experienced at some point in their career that little voice which says "Is this really
important?" Adding to the moments of self-doubt are the views of those who not only
think that archaeology is irrelevant, but actually harmful:
Then there are those who regard archaeologists as an irrelevant nuisance, as
people who are determined to hold up industrial development at all costs just to
save "a few rubbish heaps." This school of thought resents the expenditure of
some $200 million a year on cultural resource management, for which it sees
little tangible return, and regards the whole exercise of archaeology as an
irrelevant and useless luxury ... One can hardly blame a financially pressed
administration for looking hard at the relevance of archaeological expenditures
to the general scheme of things ... the people who are scrutinizing American
14

archaeology often have little comprehension of why the taxpayer supports
research into the past (Fagan 1984: 177).

Many Native Americans also question the validity and importance of archaeology. The
relationship between archaeologists and Native Americans has a long and troubled
history. This troubled past has led many Native Americans to understandably view the
practice of archaeology with a certain amount of suspicion:
Even though archaeologists ought to work in partnership with Native
Americans, not all Indians want to make friends with "arkies" and "anthros."
American archaeologists have not typically sought to cultivate good relations
with Indian tribes, and many archaeologists have felt justified in purposefully
ignoring Indian sensibilities in conducting archaeological research, particularly
in the treatment of Indian graves and human remains. University anthropology
departments have shown little interest in recruiting Native American
archaeology students (or professors), and consequently, very few Indians have
become professional archaeologists in this country. Under these conditions, it is
easy for some Indians to reject archaeology as an unacceptable form of inquiry
(Echo-Hawk 2000: 3).

Public outreach, then, is a way to respond to those who see archaeology as an
"irrelevant nuisance" and an "unacceptable form of inquiry." Public outreach is
necessary in order to answer the question posed by Jeremy Sabloff at the beginning of
this paper, "To what is archaeology pertinent?".
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Chapter 3
What are the Challenges to Public Outreach?

The preceding reasons for engaging in public outreach are all important and
legitimate. Nonetheless, it is widely recognized in the discipline that archaeologists are
not entirely effective in their outreach efforts or may not be doing sufficient levels of
outreach. Why might this be the case? First, quite simply, it is not our area of
expertise. Most archaeologists are not journalists, marketers, or public relations
experts. Archaeology, like any discipline, has a training program -years of schooling,
training in field work, and a body of models and theories tested to determine which
work and which do not. Someone without this experience could not simply walk off
the street and obtain employment as a professional archaeologist. Likewise, the field
of public relations also has a training program, with its own sets of tested models and
theories. There is a reason why these types of departments exist on most college
campuses - they produce knowledgeable public relations experts. For instance,
consider the following:
The one unifying element of all the sections and stories in any newspaper,
regardless of size or prestige, is that editors aim their copy at the readership in
their circulation areas ... This is important to keep in mind and is stressed heavily
because scientists tend to see their research as important to everyone. Your
investigations may, in fact, be vital to archaeology but newspaper editors and
publishers are more concerned with how many persons in their circulation area
are interested in reading about archaeology (DeCicco 1988: 847).
16

This may seem rather obvious after the fact, but it might not have even been
considered unless one had some understanding of the workings of newspapers.
The fact that public relations and marketing is a field to itself has led some
archaeologists to conclude that we would be better off as a discipline if we left
outreach to the experts. Bill Lipe has noted that "archeologists are sometimes involved
in making their field accessible to the public, but for the most part that job is done
better by specialists - journalists, TV producers, museum exhibitors, teachers, park
rangers" (Common Ground 2001: 31 ). Furthermore, the practice of archaeology
requires such a broad set of skills and knowledge that adding "public relations expert"
as a required skill may simply not be practical.
But not all archaeologists are ignorant when it comes to public relations - some
are quite good at it. Additionally, the fact that archaeologists are not "specialists" in
public relations does not mean that they cannot improve their outreach skills. A
number of excellent "how to" manuals have been written on the topic (e.g., DeCicco
1988; Potter 1990; Shields 1991; Watkins et al 2000) and Mary Kwas, editor of
Archaeology and Public Education, recently began a series of "Communicating with
the Public" articles that run in the SAA Archaeological Record (Kvas 2001a, 2001b,
2002). Also, regardless of the archaeologist's skill or comfort level, outreach may
simply be too important to ignore:
Interpreting the archeological record is simply too important to leave to others.
We are fortunate that archeology has inherent appeal. This provides fertile
ground, but even fertile ground must be cultivated to bear fruit. An active,
17

informed public is an essential source of political and economic backing. If sites
are to be preserved for the long term, and archeological programs and projects
supported, public education and outreach must be an actively pursued, highly
regarded part of the discipline (McManamon 2001: 6).

McManamon has noted another of the challenges facing outreach efforts: some
archaeologists simply do not want to engage with the public, or feel that outreach is a
necessary component of their profession. As DeCicco ( 1988) argues, the idea of public
relations too often conjures up thoughts of untruthful advertising, or attempts to
whitewash or cover up a negative image. DeCicco further states that "archaeologists,
so sorely in need of good relations with the public, often break out in a cold sweat at
the mention of PR, considering it beneath their dignity" (1988: 840). In reality, public
relations is simply the use of information to create a favorable public image. It does
not have to be untruthful or undignified. And as for the necessity of public outreach,
DeCicco notes that the success currently enjoyed by the discipline is only relative to
the anonymity and obscurity under which previous generations of archaeologists
labored. Furthermore, those who wish to avoid contact with the public, and simply
focus on the science of their profession may have a misperception about the practice of
archaeology:
Medical Science as a discipline is distinguished from the practice of medicine.
The family practitioner or internist rarely carries out science, but rather applies
the knowledge and skills gained in formal training, in subsequent study, and on
the job. Similarly, archaeology as a discipline is distinguished from the practice
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of archaeology, a point not always understood or appreciated in academically
oriented archaeology training programs. Unless one is lucky enough to be totally
preoccupied with field and laboratory research (a very small percentage of
practicing archaeologists), the practice of archaeology, as in medicine, involves
the application of knowledge and skills gained in formal training, in subsequent
study, and on the job (Jameson 1994: 11).

Another problem that may occur with public outreach, and one closely related to
the problems just discussed, is one of communication. Many archaeologists are not
good at translating their ideas to a lay public. This has led Sabloff to state that "while
archaeologists may think they are talking clearly to the public, what the latter often
hears, I believe, is 'blah, blah, blah, tomb, blah, blah, blah, sacrifice, blah, blah, blah,

arrowhead" (Sabloff 1998: 869). While there are certainly some who are excellent
popular writers, David Hurst Thomas and Brian Fagan come immediately to mind,
public writing is a skill many archaeologists do not have.
Why is it that researchers who can publish prolifically in scientific journals
struggle when writing popular works or avoid it altogether? The inability to
communicate with the public may be an artifact of the academic environment. First,
graduate programs place emphasis on writing for the academic community, not the
general public. This has lead some to argue that there needs to be changes in how
students of archaeology, especially students in graduate programs, are trained:
Existing graduate educational programs in anthropology and archaeology need
to be modified to provide the needed kinds of expertise and experience ... The
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ability to express oneself clearly and translate between the necessary
professional jargon of archaeology and everyday English are useful skills for all
archaeologists. These abilities are critically important for archaeologists working
in public agencies because these professionals are called upon daily to interact
effectively with nonarchaeologists ... for those graduate students who aim for
public-sector positions, professors must take special care that the learning of
specialized terms, methods, and techniques does not replace existing abilities for
common communication (McManamon 2000: 65-66).

Therefore, along with courses in field methods, laboratory analysis, and archaeological
history, graduate students, especially those headed into the public sector, should be
expected to take courses in public communication.
Second, the academic community gives few rewards for public writing.
Decisions on tenure and hiring are not based on public outreach, but rather based on
academic publications. Therefore, in a competitive market outreach becomes a low
priority:
With all the advances in method, theory, and culture historical knowledge,
archaeologists are now in a position to make important and useful statements
about cultural adaptation and development that should have broad intellectual
appeal. Ironically, though, one aspect of the professionalization of the discipline,
what can be termed the academization of archaeology, is working against such
broad dissemination of current advances in archaeological understanding of
cultures of the past. The key factor, I am convinced, is that since World War II,
and especially in the past few decades as archaeology rapidly expanded as an
academic subject in universities and colleges throughout this country, the
competition for university jobs and the institutional pressures to publish in
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quantity, in general, and in peer review journals, in particular, has led in part to
the academic devaluation of popular writing and communication with the
general public. Such activities just don't count or, even worse, count against you

(Sabloff 1998: 870-871).

Outreach activities are often low-priority in non-academic settings as well. In
these instances it is often due to time constraints and under-funding, rather thanjobcompetition. For instance, the vast majority of my work as an archaeologist for the
U.S. Fish & Wildlife is dedicated to Section 106 compliance with little time available
for outreach. In a situation where there are more acres to be surveyed for Section 106
compliance than there are archaeologists to survey them, outreach activities become a
luxury.
These public outreach problems are problems of professional limitations, under
funding, and competing priorities and can be addressed through additional funding and
training, and by a greater willingness to incorporate PR-minded non-archaeologists
into the profession. There are, however, theoretical problems with current public
outreach approaches. As previously discussed, archaeologists engage in public
relations to establish the relevance of the discipline and to secure continued public
funding. With this in mind public outreach is often approached as the dissemination of
what it is that archaeologists have discovered, and leads to the "whats" of archaeology
taking precedence over the "hows" (recall the Blanchard quotation in the
introduction). In part this is a reflection of the fact that the public is interested in the
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fascinating objects archaeologists find, as surveys suggest. But it is also a reflection of
a model of public outreach that presents archaeologists as providers of useful
information.
McGimsey (1984) argues that there are three primary rationales for the
expenditure of public funds on archaeology. First, there is a deep-seated human need
to know about our predecessors and an innate curiosity about the past. Second,
archaeology and archaeological research challenge our ability to think and to come up
with answers. His third rationale, however, is presented as being the most important:
archaeology increases the size and scope of the social scientist's laboratory. In this
sense, archaeologists are scientists who discover information about the past that is
useful to the present. It is clear that some archaeological research accomplishes this:
Archaeology can contribute greatly to understanding the effects of
environmental degradation and climate change on human society. Using
dendrochronological data, for example, it is possible to compare recent weather
patterns with those for the past thousand or more years in the southeastern and
southwestern United States, and how annual rainfall variation affected both crop
production and political stability in a wide range of local societies. Examining
the impacts of the mid-Holocene warm interval may help us better understand
what we might have to look forward to given global warming, and finer scale
analyses may help resolve the effects of El Nifio and other periodic climatic
fluctuations on human societies (Anderson 2000: 145).

There are many cases where the link between past and present is clear, such as the use
of zooarchaeological studies to help inform current wildlife management practices. For
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instance, recent research by Virginia Butler and Michael Delacorte uses archaeological
evidence to demonstrate that native species of fish in Owens Valley, California have
been threatened more by the introduction of predatory species than by changes that
have occurred in their aquatic habitat (Butler and Delacorte, in press). Lee Lyman
(pers. communication) hopes that research on fauna! materials recovered from the
Cathlapotle Site, in Ridgefield, Washington will help to determine how habitat has
been altered by damming of the Columbia River .
These cases provide clear examples of how archaeology can inform current
practice. In many cases, however, the link between past and present is tenuous at best.
Archaeological research often focuses on obscure and highly specialized topics, topics
that will never impact the lives of the average citizen. Academic arguments over
whether early societies were chiefdoms or incipient states, whether flintknappers stood
or sat while knapping, or whether petroglyphs are hunting scenes or examples of
attempts to control the weather are meaningful to only a few. In cases like this it is
difficult to argue that providing useful information to the public is the main value of
archaeology.
Another problem with this model is that it does not accurately represent the
current state of the profession or the direction that the field is moving. Bill Lipe states
that
Archeology's main contribution to society is producing and disseminating
information based on systematic study of what's left in the ground. Most sites
gain value according to their potential to contribute knowledge. Therefore, one
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measure of a preservation program's success is whether anything useful is
learned. Excavation is one of the main ways we go about learning (Common
Ground 2001: 26).

While it is likely that excavation and information gathering will continue to be a part
of the archaeological process, emphasis within the discipline has shifted:
Many Native Americans consider archaeology unnecessary, an unwarranted
intrusion into their lives, their world, their history. But they have a common
cause with archaeologists in preserving sacred places, burial sites, and the
settlements of the ancestors intact.. .The archaeology of 2010 will be very
different from that of 1994, one in which the conservation ethic, the issue of
stewardship, will be all-pervasive (Fagan 1995:A3, A5).

In this sense archaeologists acts as stewards and preservationists as much, or more
than they do as information gatherers.
Additionally, outreach efforts that stem from a model of archaeologist as the
provider of useful information tend to focus on the results ofresearch. Outreach
materials created under this model focus most often on reconstruction. What
archaeologists have found out about the past is what is presented to the public, and it is
the academic "expert" who determines the message. Emphasis on reconstruction,
without also demonstrating the methods that inform the reconstruction, can be a cause
for concern:
The message is: 'This is science!' It preserves the hegemony of those who are
allowed to select the objects to be put into the glass cases, who put labels on
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objects and claim that they confer knowledge. In such a case the choice of
experts cannot be criticized (Sommer 1999: 166).

In some situations reconstruction has served as propaganda (Schmidt 1999).
Explaining the methods used to arrive at conclusions, and opening the methodology up
to criticism, can serve as a buffer against this.
At times archeological method is left out of the outreach message because it is
believed that the audience either has no interest in it, or that it would be above their
heads. I believe the public is more interested in the methods than we give them credit
for, and certainly more intelligent. The experience of Martin Schmidt supports this:
Normally the results of academic research are not presented in such a way as to
give the 'man in the street' the opportunity to understand and criticize them. In
spite of this there is considerable interest in how archaeologists arrive at their
conclusions and models ... Most visitors agree that it is more satisfying to learn
about methods and problems than to be simply fed the so-called 'facts' about
how 'our forebears' used to live ... An 'objective' fact that remains unexplained is
as shabby and intellectually dishonest as a Nazi lie (Schmidt 1999: 154-155).

A model of outreach which focuses on the "whats" of archaeology and presents
archaeologists as scientists who discover useful information suffers from another
problem: it instantly places archaeologists in competition with all of the other
scientific disciplines that profess to provide useful information. In a situation of
limited public funds this is an important consideration. Furthermore, archaeology faces
an uphill battle in this competition. First, in arguing that they are relevant to today,
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most other scientific disciplines do not have to overcome the intervening hurdle of
history - the research is already current. Second, the impact of much archaeological
research is often not as apparent as other types of scientific research. The value of
appropriating public funds to protect an early 20th century can dump or to determine
the subsistence base of 4th century cultures is not as readily apparent as medical
research to prevent strokes or engineering work to make bridges safer. Finally, there is
the practicality of economics. In many fields money initially invested into research
results in not only an increase in knowledge, but a financial return as well. This is
rarely, if ever, the case in archaeology.
The public is interested in the "whats" of archaeology. But it may be that they
are interested in the "whats" because they like artifacts, not because they believe the
"whats" will have an impact on their lives in anything other than an aesthetic sense.
Polls suggest that the public values archaeology, but what the polls do not determine is
how much they will pay for it, especially if choices between archaeology and other
sciences need to be made, a point made by Knudson:
While I believe archaeological resources have more scientific, humanistic, and
spiritual value than generally is perceived, their apparent inertness and inability
to do work means that the average citizen sees them as curiosities but not a
significant factor in tradeoffs that do have economic benefit (Knudson 1995:
19).

Public outreach in archaeology is important. But the inability of many
archaeologists to communicate effectively with the public might lead to an outreach
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message that is obscure. Furthermore, an approach to outreach that focuses on what
archeologists discover presents archaeology as just another science, and archaeology
may not be able to compete in this arena. A more effective approach to public
outreach, and an approach which might, over the long run, better establish the
relevancy of the discipline, is an approach which focuses on the uniqueness of the
discipline - the "hows" of archaeology.
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Chapter 4
Focusing on the "Hows":
Archaeology as a Model for Education

Outreach is about education. Therefore, it is not surprising that a great deal of
outreach effort is focused on elementary and secondary schools. As previously noted,
the majority of the public feels that archaeology should be introduced into the
elementary and secondary curriculum. Numerous works have been dedicated to this
topic (e.g., Smardz and Smith 2000; Stone and MacKenzie 1990; Wolf et al 1997) and
a number of excellent examples of educational efforts exist (e.g., Parks 1995a, 1995b).

Archaeology and Public Education (available online at www.saa.org), a newsletter of
the Society for American Archaeology, contains lesson plans in each issue.
In many schools, however, archaeology is not part of the curriculum, or if it is
included it is usually treated as simply a sub-field of anthropology or as a component
of geography. Kehoe (1990) argues that this is because history and social studies
curriculums in U.S. public schools are focused on producing citizens and promoting
the national myth ofliberty, uniformity and destiny. As a result, public schools have
little use for archaeology. Because the myth constructs the precolonial past as a
primeval, virgin wilderness, it cannot recognize, much less seek, evidence of
purposeful human activities in the past. Because the past it describes is a heroic
narrative of destiny fulfilled, it needs no evidence from material culture to
support its story (Kehoe 1990: 207-208).
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Additionally, when archaeology does find its way into the curriculum emphasis is too
often placed on finding artifacts, with little stress placed on the methods of
archaeology (as may be the case in many "sandbox digs").
In order to promote the relevance of the discipline, however, it is incumbent that
archaeology become an integral part of school curriculums, even at the primary level.
But rather than presenting archaeology as simply a sub-field of history or social
studies, I believe that archaeologists must be more forceful, and more grandiose, in
their efforts. I believe the most effective method for promoting archaeology to
educators is to present archaeology as a model for the educational process, a model
which can serve as the base and unifying theme of a curriculum. This would best be
achieved by focusing on the "hows" of archaeology: How do archaeologists go about
their business? How do they discover what they discover? How do they know what
they know? Archaeology can serve as an excellent model for how students should be
educated. Why is this the case?
First, archaeology is multidisciplinary. With its clear connection to history, its
scientific approach, and its use of statistics, archaeology incorporates three important
educational fields. Within the sciences alone, archaeology incorporates geology,
geography, biology, and botany, to name only a few. Perhaps no field is as
interdisciplinary as archaeology. Why is this important?
Recent theories on intelligence have focused on the multiplicity of human
cognitive abilities. The theory that is currently the most in vogue in educational circles
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is Howard Gardner's theory of"multiple intelligences." Gardner (1983, 1999) argues
that intelligence is not static and that humans have ten or more different types of
intelligence potentials. These intelligences include verbal-linguistic, logicalmathematic, body-kinesthetic, musical rhythmic, interpersonal, intrapersonal, visualspatial, and naturalist. Two of these intelligences, verbal-linguistic and logicalmathematical, are the ones typically stressed in educational programs and IQ tests.
Other types, such as spatial and interpersonal, are typically not stressed. But as
Gardner argues
The uniform school is based on the assumption that all individuals are the same
and, therefore, that uniform schooling reaches all individuals equally ... no two
people have exactly the same kinds of minds, since we each assemble our
intelligences in unique configurations. As educators, we face a stark choice:
ignore the differences or acknowledge them (Gardner 1999: 150).

Archaeology allows educators to acknowledge the differences. Inferring cultural
behavior from artifacts, running statistical analyses, and writing site reports of course
focus on the logical-mathematical and verbal-linguistic intelligences typically
emphasized in classrooms. But drawing site maps, visualizing the spatial relationships
between artifacts and features at a site, excavating a test-pit, understanding the
importance of the natural world surrounding a site, and navigating the relationships
between different parties involved in the archaeological process stress other types of
intelligences, allowing students to focus on their strengths.
Additionally, there has been much debate about the quality of the science and
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math curriculum in schools. Kaser and Bourexis note that
The nation is demanding improved science and mathematics education for all
students ... during the past few years, we have seen an increasing concern for
identifying key factors for success. For example, subject matter standards - sets
of criteria about what students should know and be able to do at certain grade
levels - have been published in education. Mathematics standards came from the
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics; science standards came from the
National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences (1999: 1-2).

Levels of scientific literacy have been questioned (Cuilliton 1988; Zimmerman 1995),
and attacks on science have come from various sources (Ross 1996). Similar debates
have occurred concerning the history curriculum (Gagnon 1989; Nash et al 1997).
As noted in the above quotation, there was a dramatic change in the American
education system during the 1990s. Educational reform became a national issue, and
calls for standards and assessments, especially in science and mathematics, were at the
forefront of the debate. This was fueled by the belief that American students, in
comparison to students from other countries, were performing poorly. By the midnineties national standards were in place. Students were now expected to meet subject
specific standards for their particular grade level. States were expected to comply to
these standards and, in fact, most established their own that closely mirrored those at
the national level (Heath 2002).
Along with the new state and national standards came tools for assessment. In
some states the assessment process is extremely stringent and certain levels of
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performance must be met by a pre-determined percentage of students. If the
appropriate level of performance is not met the teacher and/or the school might face
disciplinary action (Heath 2002). But how can the methods of archaeology assist
teachers and schools with the new standards?
As noted, the new standards place primary emphasis on science and
mathematics. Archaeology attempts to discern what happened in the past, but it does
so through the scientific method. As Feder notes
Science is a series of techniques used to maximize the probability that what we
think we know really reflects the way things are, were, or will be. Science makes
no claim to have all the answers or even to be right all the time. On the contrary,
during the process of the growth of knowledge and understanding, science is
often wrong. The only claim that we do make in science is that if we honestly,
consistently, and vigorously pursue knowledge using some basic techniques and
principles, the truth will eventually surface and we can truly know things about
the nature of the world in which we find ourselves (1999: 19).

Archaeologists are scientists concerned with history. They ask questions about how
people lived in the past, develop hypotheses and models, and then gather data and use
observation to test whether or not these models work. Occasionally, as Feder notes,
these models are wrong. But, as Feder also notes, this is how science works and
proceeds. Archaeology, then, presents to students an applied (and interesting) example
of the scientific method in process and demonstrates how a variety of disciplines and
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talents can be used to address and answer questions 2•
Another reason that archaeology can serve as a model for education is its
multicultural nature. The idea that this country and its history has been shaped by
multiple groups and ideas has gained increasing acceptance in recent years, and this
has been reflected in the curriculum:
There is a growing movement in U.S. elementary and secondary education to
address, appreciate, and understand the multicultural nature of our population. In
many areas this is a mandated addition to the curriculum. Multicultural
education addresses the reality that countries such as the U.S. are a plurality of
peoples, that, in fact, "we are the world,'' and that we must help our children
respect the commonalities of being citizens of one country while respecting the
varieties of cultural differences within it. We are not so much a melting pot as a
multi-ingredient salad or a cultural mosaic (Messenger and Enloe 1991: 157).

What role does archaeology play in promoting a multicultural perspective? Smardz
describes it in the following manner:
Multiculturalism is about understanding and accepting cultural diversity. It is not
about being afraid of cultural, ethnic, or religious differences between ourselves
and the other people around us, for fear is at the heart of racism and intolerance.
Archaeology cannot escape having an educational, and hence political, role to
play in our modem global village. Exploring similarities and differences in how
people cope with given situations in varying places and times disturbs long-held

2

A side benefit to this is that while the standards tend to emphasize science and
mathematics, history is often devalued. A focus on the scientific nature of archaeology would
allow educators to sneak history back into the standards.
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myths and prejudices. Archaeology educates us not only about our human past,
but about current societal composition as well. Public archaeology is an
educational device through which we learn tolerance, banish fear of diversity,

and acquire knowledge that helps us deal with the multicultural populations that
make up our present world (1995: 15).

A closely related idea is that education is not only about math, science, and
history. It is also about teaching students social skills - how to get along with others,
how to compromise when necessary, and how to act civil even when getting along is
not possible. Archaeology can serve as a model for this. Modern archaeology,
especially since the passage of the Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), consists of consultation, cooperation, and at times
conflict resolution as much as it does excavation and lab work. Examples of
archaeologists and Native Americans working together can be presented to students as
models for how conflicts can be resolved (see Dongoske et al 2000; Swidler et al
1997; Thomas 2000).
Of course, not all efforts at working together succeed. Sometimes there is simply
too much distrust between groups, or the ideological differences are too wide to be
crossed. But this is how life sometimes is and this serves as a valuable lesson.
Archaeology has a long and troubled history, and archaeologists have at times engaged
in very questionable activities (Thomas 2000). While efforts have been made to repair
the damages caused between archaeologists and Native Americans by this shameful
history, modern day events, such as the Kennewick Man debate, reignite the fears and
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mistrust. In this sense archaeology can be used as a launching pad for discussions of
ethics (Is it right to study human remains?), politics (What are the politics behind
NAGPRA ?), and philosophy (What is the relationship between science and religion?).
Another value that archaeology would provide to school curriculums is its
ability to raise environmental consciousness. As Brian Fagan points out "we live in a
time of environmental crisis, of global warming, and massive human exploitation of
our ecosystems" (Fagan 199S: AS). Archaeology is well suited to address
environmental issues:
Archaeologists trained in the United States are particularly well suited to
transmit a historical-ecological perspective to policymakers and to the public.
We are trained in the scientific method yet steeped in the critical, comparative
discipline of history. We use the methods and techniques of empirical science,
yet we ultimately produce narratives of what happened, how, and when. Our
field is inherently fascinating to many nonarchaeologists, and people are
predisposed to consume stories of the unknown, potentially adventurous past
(Marquardt 1994: 20S).

And while other disciplines, such as geology, also help to increase environmental
awareness, archaeology has an advantage because it is the only science "which studies
human interaction with the natural environment over both long and short periods of
time" (Fagan 199S: AS).
Archaeology is a unique process. To search for answers it incorporates science,
math and history. But once it finds answers it challenges rather than accepts them

3S

uncritically. And along the way it forces us to work with others and take other's
beliefs into consideration. For these reasons archaeology should not be relegated to a
supporting role in school curriculums. Instead, it should serve as the base.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion:
Working Towards Putting the Model in Practice

Promoting archaeology as a model for education may ultimately be the most
effective method of public outreach. First, while many archaeologists do not
understand the language of public relations, all should understand the methods of the
discipline in which they practice and be able to address it. Second, this model, by
focusing on the "hows" of archaeology, rather than focusing on what archaeologists
have discovered, promotes that which makes archaeology unique - a broad-based
method of searching for answers that incorporates numerous disciplines and multiple
perspectives. Archaeology would no longer need to compete head to head for
relevancy against other sciences. Third, promoting archaeology as a model for
education allows archaeology to separate from the past. This may sound strange given
that archaeology is the study of past cultures. But too often it is difficult to see the
connections between studies of the past and their implications for the present. Maybe
the public is interested in archaeological discoveries, but they might be more willing to
pay for things which directly affect them today. Promoting archaeology as a model for
education allows us to focus on the role and relevance of archaeology in the present.

Challenges to the Model

Unfortunately, a number of challenges need to be overcome before this model
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could be put into practice. One major hurdle is that there is too often a disconnect, and
occasionally even distrust, between archaeologists and educators. Graduates of schools
of education see themselves as education experts and may be wary or defensive about
curricular advice coming from outside sources. Archaeologists, for their part, often
view education programs as soft, or fear that teachers do not have the appropriate
background to introduce archaeology into their classrooms. Lack of communication
also stems from archaeologists who hold an opposite, more benevolent view of
educators. These archaeologists take the position that teachers are education experts,
and therefore curriculum development should be left to them. But as Fawcett and
Habu note, such a neutral stance may be naive:
Archaeology is not done in a vacuum ... When archaeologists take an apolitical
stand the interpretation falls on the shoulders of politically dominant groups, for
example, government bureaucrats who write textbook guidelines or politicians
who dictate educational policy (Fawcett and Habu 1990: 227).

If the lack of communication between educators and archaeologists continues, or if
archaeologists refuse to participate in education development, it will be difficult for
archaeology to make further imoads into public school curriculums3 .

3

The lack of communication between archaeologists and educators was a major topic
of discussion at the "Archaeologists as Educators: Techniques for Classroom Explorations and
Public Outreach" workshop held at the 2002 SAA Conference in Denver. Susan Dixon Renoe,
a presenter at the workshop, had wished to pursue a PhD in Anthropology at the University of
California-Santa Barbara. When she noted that she wished to specialize in education and
outreach the Department of Anthropology suggested to her that she apply to the Department
of Education instead. She is now pursuing her PhD in education.
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An additional challenge to this model comes as a result of the implementation of
state and national educational standards. Margaret Heath describes the problem in this
manner:
Following on the heels of standards came assessment tools. In some states these
assessments are extremely stringent and certain levels of performance must be
met by certain numbers of students or the teacher and/or school face disciplinary
action. This means that teachers are "teaching to the test" and may feel that they
cannot add additional materials, such as those offered by archaeologists. (Heath
2002)

In this sense, archaeologists need to be aware of the practical issues that teachers in
today's educational environment face. Teachers who would otherwise be sympathetic
to introducing archaeology into their lesson plans may, due to a lack of time or even
fear of losing their job, be unwilling to alter their curriculum.

Overcoming the Challenges
The challenges of educational standards and lack of communication between
archaeologists and educators do not need to serve as a roadblock to effective outreach
efforts. The work of Virginia Parks, outreach specialist for the Region 1 Cultural
Resource Team of the U.S. Fish & Wildlife, provides an excellent example of how to
overcome these challenges. Parks is the primary creator of the "Discover Cathlapotle!"
educational kit, a kit designed to introduce the methods of archaeology and the
lifeways of the Chinook Indians of the Pacific Northwest to elementary school
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students. Parks was well aware that the state standards would be a concern, and that
communication with teachers would be extremely valuable. Parks' solution was to
incorporate teachers into the kit creation process from the very beginning, so that
concerns with standards would be addressed at the forefront. Parks also asks teachers
to continually evaluate the usefulness and appropriateness of the kit (pers.
communication with Virginia Parks). The result is an educational kit which fosters a
stewardship of natural resources and promotes an understanding and appreciation of
archaeology and the past, while at the same time providing curriculum based and
"standard friendly" materials that emphasize critical thinking skills in the language
arts, social studies, math and science.
Despite this success story, lack of communication and time constraints imposed
by standards are still large hurdles to overcome. It is unrealistic to think that a
curriculum based on the methods of archaeology will soon find its way into public
schools. Does this mean, therefore, that this model is irrelevant? While wholesale
adoption of this model is unrealistic, there are steps that can be taken to move outreach
efforts in the right direction. Perhaps the first place to start is within anthropology
departments themselves. As previously noted, public outreach is rarely emphasized in
graduate training. Graduate course work typically focuses on lab and field methods,
geographic area studies, and seminars on the history of the discipline. Ifthere is any
training in outreach activities it usually comes from on-the-job experience gained
through internships, not as part of the curriculum.
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I argue that if archaeologists hope to expand their outreach efforts and make
further inroads into school curriculums some form of outreach activity must be a
requirement for graduation with an advanced degree in anthropology. Currently, few
schools do this. One notable exception is the University of California at Berkeley,
where public outreach activities are required of all graduate students. According to Dr.
Margaret Conkey, who oversees the outreach program at Berkeley, graduate student
response to the requirement has been overwhelmingly positive (pers. communication
with Dr. Conkey). Rather than viewing the requirement as an extra hoop to jump
through before graduating, many students view it as one of the perks of the program.
In fact, Berkeley has even designated one Graduate Student Instructor (OSI) position
solely for outreach coordination.
Elena Aguilar, an elementary educator with the Oakland Unified School District,
is currently working with the outreach program at Berkeley. Initially, outreach efforts
consisted of a few graduate students leading an occasional class session. Presentations
were usually on the particular interests of the presenter and did not necessarily relate
to the presentations of other graduate students. Plans are currently being developed,
however, for a year-long program that would consistently focus on archaeology (pers.
communication with Elena Aguilar). Archaeological method would serve as a platform
from which a number of topics and lessons could be addressed. This is the type of
program that brings the methods of archaeology directly and consistently into the
classroom, and should be held up as an example of the future of public outreach.
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Berkeley is also beginning to introduce the importance of outreach to
undergraduates. Anthropology 128-01, Special Topics in Archaeology-Practice in a

6th Grade Afterschool Program, has been offered for the Spring semester of 2002. The
course was created by Dr. Conkey and according to the syllabus "is designed to
provide an opportunity for undergraduates to work with 61h graders in exploring the
worlds of archaeology, history, and computer-based technologies." Berkeley students
work with middle school students who are enrolled in "Expedition," a voluntary afterschool program offered at the Roosevelt Middle School in the San Antonio
neighborhood of Oakland. The Expedition program is designed to bring the
archaeological experience to 61h graders through a variety of media, including
computer games, web browsing, and hands-on exploration of artifacts. Along with
working with middle school students, Berkeley students are expected to keep field
notes on their experiences, give a presentation on their observations, and write a final
research paper.
Anthropology departments across the United States should emulate the program
at Berkeley. We may have little control over primary and secondary school
curriculums, but as archaeologists and as members of an academic community we do
have control over how our graduate programs train future archaeologists. We can, as a
profession, commit to placing more emphasis on outreach and education during
training. In this way we can create a group of archaeologists who view outreach as an
integral part of their job, not something which is best left to others or done only when
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time allows. We can work to create a group of professionals who believe that
developing a plan for outreach is as important as developing a research design.

Remembering the "Hows": An Outreach Example
I have argued in this paper that the most important aspect of our discipline, that
which best establishes the relevancy of archaeology to the public, is the methods that
we employ. A model has been presented that portrays archaeology as a suitable base
from which we can educate students. Not all outreach activities, however, occur within
a classroom setting. Furthermore, I have noted at the beginning of this chapter some of
the challenges that face the implementation of this model on a large scale. Given these
concerns, the question is how do we move outreach efforts in the proper direction. I
believe the answer is quite simple: we must always remember the "hows" of
archaeology. All outreach activities, whether they be an interpretive sign at an
archaeological site, an article for a newspaper, or a presentation to high school
students, must include the methods of archaeology as a component.
The appendix of this paper contains a preliminary draft of a public outreach
booklet that I have written and developed with the methods of archaeology in mind.
The booklet is on Cathlapotle, an archaeological site occurring within the boundaries
of the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge, located just to the west of Ridgefield,
Washington. Cathlapotle (45CL1) was excavated under the direction of Dr. Kenneth
M. Ames of Portland State University, and was one of the largest Chinook villages
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along the Columbia River. Lewis and Clark first noted the village on November 5th,
1805, as they sailed down the Columbia River. After spending the winter of 18051806 at Ft. Clatsop on the Oregon coast, the Corps of Discovery headed back up the
Columbia. On March 29 1\ 1806, Lewis and Clark spent a few hours at Cathlapotle,
and recorded their observations.
Four hundred years ago Chinook villages lined the Columbia River. But since
that time erosion, looting and development have destroyed the remains of nearly all of
them. Preservation at Cathlapotle, however, was excellent and stratigraphy at the site
was intact. Furthermore, the site lay on federally protected land, within the boundaries
of a refuge, and was tied to a major historical event. This provided for excellent
research and outreach opportunities.
Excavations at Cathlapotle were guided by a series of three goals: 1)
management and scientific goals, 2) outreach goals, and 3) public education goals
(Ames et al 1999). To help address goals two and three, Dr. Ames and Anan
Raymond, Regional Archaeologist for the U.S. Fish &Wildlife Service, had wanted
for some time to produce a booklet about Cathlapotle for the general audience. Due to
my connection with both Portland State University and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service, as well as my interest in public outreach, I gladly took the opportunity to
develop and write the booklet as a portion of my thesis. The booklet was developed
with three primary goals in mind:
1. The Lewis and Clark bicentennial begins in earnest in 2004. Hundreds of new
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visitors, all retracing the trail of Lewis and Clark, may potentially visit the refuge. A
booklet describing the importance of the site and the role of archaeology would have
the advantage of tapping into a large audience.
2. While Lewis and Clark may be the initial hook to gain the attention of the
reader, the real story of the site is the Chinook who lived there. Many people may have
never heard about the Chinook, and this booklet can teach them about the Chinook and
their importance to the history of the Northwest. This is especially important given
that the Chinook continue to fight for formal recognition. The Chinook Tribe has been
supportive of this project. Charles Funk, a Chinook artist, illustrated the booklet, and
the aesthetic feel of the book is primarily due to him. The final version of the booklet
will go through the cultural committee of the Chinook Tribe before it is published.
3. Most importantly, at least in terms of this paper, the booklet would provide an
example of how the methods of archaeology can be incorporated into a public outreach
effort.
To accomplish this third goal each chapter of Cathlapotle: catching time's

secrets4 , was written with two separate stories in mind. One story focuses on the
"whats" of archaeology, reconstructing for the reader what life would have been like
for the people of Cathlapotle. The second story within each chapter focuses on the
methods that archaeologists employed to discover what they know about this site.

4

The title comes from a line in a poem written about Cathlapotle by the late Chinook
poet, Ed Nielsen. Nielsen wrote the poem after visiting the site in 1995.
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These two stories, while running separately, are linked by the larger theme of the
chapter. For instance, the "what" story of the chapter on households describes the
physical structure of the houses and how they were built. The "how" story discusses
the evidence and methods that archaeologists used to figure this out, i.e. soil stains
showing locations of post holes and wall trenches, as well as historical evidence from
written accounts and paintings. The two stories are separated within the text; the
stories of archaeological method are placed within sidebars. I did this in order to place
emphasis on the methods of archaeology and demonstrate that the process of
archaeology is worthy of being a story by itself.
During development of the booklet I encountered a number of challenges. The
planned distribution centers for the final version of the booklet include the refuge and
various locations throughout Ridgefield, Washington. This means that the potential
audience is quite large and diverse. Writing for such a broad-based audience is not an
easy task. Second, moving from an academic style of writing into a general style was
difficult. Translating topics that I am used to discussing in jargon-laden academic
prose into language suitable for the general public was, at times, tremendously
frustrating, and I am still not entirely satisfied with the results. There were many days
when I stared at the computer screen, fingers at rest, wondering why I had not chosen
to do a more purely academic thesis project. In the end, however, this only emphasized
to me the importance of including outreach training in graduate curriculums. Finally,
there were the challenges of compromise. Compromises were made about what would

46

1

be included in the booklet and what would be left out, the amounts of money spent for
the project, and the overall length of the project.
In the end what I hoped to achieve in this booklet-along, of course, with telling
the important story of the Chinook at Cathlapotle-was to present a picture of
archaeologists as scientists concerned with history, as professionals who use multiple
lines of evidence and multiple disciplines to address and answer questions. What I
wanted to present was a public outreach document that remembered the methods of
archaeology. While this may not be as dramatic as getting archaeology into the
classroom on a daily basis, it is still a step (and a very realistic step) toward increasing
the public's awareness of archaeological method.

Concluding Remarks
In this paper I have argued that archaeology, due to its focus on multiple lines of
evidence, intertwining of the science and humanities, and multi-cultural perspective,
provides a model that can serve as a framework for education. It must be noted,
however, that this model is not designed to replace all other outreach efforts. In fact,
all forms of public education in archaeology should be more heavily promoted. Any
effort at informing the public about the work that archaeologists do is a move in a
positive direction. Rather, this paper is merely intended to point out the areas in which
this discipline might encounter problems with its current outreach efforts.
Furthermore, this paper argues that the most effective way for us to establish our
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relevance in the modem world is by promoting the unique methods that archaeologists
use to address and answer questions, and, when possible, applying these methods as a
base for education. Focusing on the "hows" of archaeology would allows us to answer
Jeremy Sabloff s question: To what is archaeology pertinent? It is pertinent to perhaps
the most important issue of all ... educating young people.
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November 5th, 1805. The Corps of 'Discovery, led
by Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, neared the end of the
westward leg of their historic voyage. As they headed downstream
along the Columbia River, near the present day location of
Ridgefield, Washington, they saw a thriving village along the river
bank:
I observed on the Chanel which passes on the Stard Side of this
Island a Short distance above its lower point is Situated a large
village, the front ofwhich occupies nearly 114 ofa mile fronting the
Chanel, and closely Connected, I counted 14 houses [NB:
Quathlapotle nation] in front here the river widens to about 1 112
miles. Seven canoes of Indians came out from this large village to
view and trade with us, they appeared orderly and well disposed,
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Welcome to
Cathlapotle

they accompanied us a flew miles and they returned back. (Moulton,
vol. 6,p. 23)
This "large village" was, in fact, one of the largest on the Columbia
River. Lewis and Clark estimated that it was the home to as many as
900 people. They were the Cathlapotle People, one of a larger group
known as the Chinook. There is some evidence to suggest that the
village was actually called Nahpooitle by the people who lived there.
But through inaccuracy and the intervening years ofhistory, this village
has come to be known as "Cathlapotle."
Cathlapotle was a popular trading site and an influential Chinook town.
Long before Lewis and Clark observed the plankhouses ofCathlapotle
in 1805, the residents of this village actively traded goods between the
This piece ofpumice.found at
Cathlapotle, had been shaped Pacific coast and the interior plateau. The Columbia River served as a
and etched to look like a face. highway of exchange, and the people ofCathlapotle took advantage of
their location along the river's banks. They traded goods such as canoes,
eulachon oil and wapato with other Native American groups throughout
the greater northwest. Contact with Europeans, which occurred as early
as 1792, brought a new set of trading partners and goods.
Unfortunately, over time new settlers and new diseases took a toll on
the village of Cathlapotle. Chinook villages all along the Columbia
River and on the coast were devastated by smallpox, malaria and
measles. Within years the Chinook population, which had been in the
tens of thousands, dwindled to perhaps less than a thousand. The village
ofCathlapotle was not immune to this onslaught and by the mid 1800' s

This river cobble had been
ground and shaped into the
form of an animal. Producing
such objects would have taken a
fair amount of time, and it's
likely this object was considered
a valuable to its owner.

l
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Cathlapotle, a village that had existed for hundreds of years, was
abandoned.
Although Cathlapotle had been abandoned, the memory of it had not.
As early as 1948 archaeologists had reidentified the general location
of the village site. Archaeologists had been assisted in their search by
William Carty, whose family had acquired the land in the 1840s and
who was aware of the location of Cathlapotle. The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service acquired the land in the 1960s and today the land
upon which Cathlapotle stood is now located on the Carty Unit at
Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge near Ridgefield, Washington.
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But while the general location ofCathlapotle had been known for some
time, there had been disagreements for decades as to its exact location.
Then, in I 99 I, archaeologists from Portland State University, in
partnership with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the Chinook
Tribe, instituted a project to locate the exact location of this historic
site. Through survey, excavation, and the help of William Carty's son
James, archaeologists rediscovered Cathlapotle. The area that was once
~~ l
,.. I athrivingvillageofl4plankhousesandnearly
"
a thousand people was now heavily forested,
inhabited by dense pockets of stinging nettles
and guarded by unforgiving mosquitoes.
Where massive plankhouses once stood only
slight depressions in the landscape remained,
meager evidence of their past existence. But
the meagerness of the evidence was only
superficial. Below a thick layer of vegetation
and leaves the story ofa people was written in
the soil.
Since 1991 archaeologists have been working
to uncover the story of Cathlapotle. Cathlapotle
is a significant archaeological site. The
Chinook played an integral role in the history
of the Northwest, but unfortunately few
Chinook town sites are left on the Columbia
River. Four hundred years ago Chinook
villages lined the Columbia River from the
Dalles to the coast. A voyage along the river
Refugel\Jnil Boundary
(I RofugeOttlce
at night would have been lit by thousands of
(ii Parking
fires burning brightly in villages along the
g Whrelchair Accessible
banks. But since that time most archaeological
If.II interpretive Trail
CJ Observation Blind
evidence for these villages has been destroyed
l!lll Restrooms
through erosion, development, and looting. The
fJ Police Station
deep deposits at Cathlapotle, however, contain
a rich record of a people who have long made
~
the river their home. Using trowel, screen, oral
A map of the Ridgefield history and written word, archaeologists are piecing together the story
National Wildlife Refuge, of this important site. Excavation has uncovered the foundations of
located near Ridgefield, cedar plankhouses and artifacts used for daily living. Ongoing research
Washington. Cathlapotle is focuses on how the Chinook people who lived at Cathlapotle interacted
located on the Carty Unit. with their environment, how they organized their society, and how
they responded to contact with other peoples.
This booklet is designed to share with you the story of Cathlapotle.
Actually, this booklet contains two separate, yet connected, stories.
One story relays the rich history of Cathlapotle. It describes what the
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village looked like, the life-style of the Chinook who lived there, and
the environment that they called their home. The other story, contained
in side-bars throughout the chapters, describes the story of archaeology.
It is the story of the methods and clues that archaeologists are using to
learn about this important historical site.

~Some archaeol?gical sites are easy to locate.
F;orjnstance; the Great PyramidS; are difficult to
.o'ver!ook..But usually the locations ofarchaeological
sitei; #fe muth•more concealed. Thiseis especially
true.Jn ar!!asHke •the Northwest, where heavy
veg~t~tio1H:i!Oe's the landscape and the damp climate
cauSeS mate{ia1s Jjkti»'?!Jd llnd cloth to !Ot. The clues
that would show where people once hved are often
either covered Of destroyed, '
'!;his doesn't mean, however, that
archjieological sites are only found if they are obvious
or by; chance. Clues still exist, even if it takes some
work'to u!lcover them.
for instance,
archaeologists
.
.
used a .number of clues to help them discover the
location of Cathlapotle; First, they had historical
accounts of the general location of the village,
including maps charted during the Lewis and Clark
expecl{tion. They also used information given to them
..
.
byJam,~~Carty, whose family ownedthe land before
it was sold to tlJ.e U,S: Fish & Wildlife Service, and
who. :Va~ intim~tely familiar with the landscape.
Add1honal c~ues were uncovered ~rough survey of
the area, Dunng survey
archaeolog1sts observed long
'
oval depressimis in the ground. They proposed that
these niight be the. imprints of Chinookan
ph.1nkho'uses. To testth1s proposal, they used augers
t
..·.t.o. th,.e ground..E·
..·vi·d·ence fo.r past
o...bo.. re sm·.·a.II h. o··l····e. s in
human occupation,. such as stone. flakes, projectile
points arid'chatred IDl\terial from hearths, turned up
in ~a.11Y. of these auger holes, suggesting to
archaeologists that they were; irid¢ed, on top of the
remains ofClifopok~m· plan.khouses:
•··. Int~re~tingly, some previous archaeological
accciuntsliadplaced the location of Cathlapotle more
than mile up river and/or right on the water's edge.
In fact, based onthese e:rrlier assumptions the
archaeologists who eventuaUy located the site first
tested 'a diffd·ent set of depressions that were much
.near\'!r the water: They were disappointed to discover,
however, .that these were natural swales in the
•

a

•

evid~nce

~t

landscape and not
f-0r pt®ktidijses' a}t.
But they continued theifsel\[t:h andthtough
uge ..
of multiple pieces of e.Vi~(!~C(!.;•.observatiqn, ·and.·
testing, the locafron •of this~ important ~it~ WJiS •
evenfoally uncovered.· ···
·
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This map ofthe fd,rtland a~ea comes from the
Lewis and c la;k expeditiorLNorth is pointing
toward thebottofn ofthe page. Clarkhas noted
Cathlapotle (Quathf<ihpohtle.Nation)justbelow the
North arrow. The. "Multnomali River" is. today's
Willamette.River (Map hy William Clgrk, i 806;
Missouri His{drical SoCietJ'Archives).
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Cathlapotle w~s,, surroundedbynature.Runsofsalmon
swam in the nearb;""rivers and streams, elk and deer roamed in the
forested uplands, and useful plants covered the landscape. The people
of Cathlapotle were well aware of the natural resources around them.
To make a living they not only gathered these resources, but also
actively managed the landscape in an effort to enhance them.
The Cathlapotles chose an excellent setting for their town. Located
in what is now the Carty Unit on the Ridgefield National Wildlife
Refuge, the village sat at the confluence of three rivers: the Lake,
the Lewis, and the Columbia. This location offered a vantage point
from which they could gather the resources of all three rivers. Of
these three the Columbia was the most important. The Chinook called
the Columbia "Yakaitl-Wimakl" and have made it their home for
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Runs and
Rivers:·The
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thousands of years. The river not only provided fish from its depths
and wildlife from its wetlands, but it served as a highway for
transportation and trade as well. Cathlapotle, strategically located
between peoples of the coast and the interior, served as an influential
trading center. And while the river occasionally flooded, the people of
Cathlapotle placed their town on a ridge that stands a few feet above
annual flood levels, thereby minimizing the risks of flood damage.
The people of Cathlapotle were hunters, fishers, and gatherers.
Archaeologists have found evidence for the use of a wide variety of
plants, fish, and game at Cathlapotle. Salmon, of course, were one of
the most important resources. The first run of salmon began in the
spring, with runs continuing through the summer and into the fall. To
the Chinook salmon meant life. Salmon were highly venerated and the
first salmon catch of the year was the focus of important ceremonies.

A large "mule-eared" knife
from Cathlapotle. The knife
was continually re-sharpened
by taking small flakes from its
edges. Knives like these
would continue to be used
until they were too small to be
effectively re-sharpened.

Salmon were caught using a variety of methods. Nets, fishing weirs,
spears, harpoons, and hook and line were all employed to catch the
spawning salmon. During excavation at Cathlapotle archaeologists
discovered evidence for some of these fishing techniques. Numerous
stone weights, which would have held nettle fiber fishing nets in place,
were recovered from the site. A pair of bone harpoon valves, lying
next to each other, were also found. Once caught, salmon could be
eaten fresh, smoked and dried on smoking racks or in the rafters of
houses, or pounded into cakes in order to be stored for winter use.
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A pair of toggling harpoon valves found lying next to each other at Cathlapotle (top left). The drawings
show how the valves were used and the various types of harpoons utilized by groups in the Northwest
(drawings from "Indian Fishing: Early Methods on the Northwest Coast," Hilary Stewart).
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While salmon were clearly an important resource for the people of
Cathlapotle, the value of other fish should not be overlooked.
Zooarchaeologists (archaeologists that study animal remains from
archaeological sites) have recovered the bones of sturgeon, eulachon
(smelt), trout, minnows, suckers and stickleback from the soils of
Cathlapotle. In fact, Dr. Virginia Butler, a zooarchaeologist at Portland
State University, has stated that basically every type of fish available
in the Columbia River has been found during excavation at Cathlapotle .

Hd~·js 'it t!J~t ~chaeofogls~f can iook ata
1
small)lake
and. say that it was used for
scraping:µi4e;•t>rboring through leather? .of course,
the slfape •of the a[tjfactj~ useful. F9r instance, an
incll·lopg; riarrpw~cy lirtdrieal J';tone point is unlikely
to ha'Vebeenused t-0·.adzea cedar plank. Sometimes,
however, the specific functfon of a tool is not always
so clear. A simple flake ofstone might be useful for
a number of tasks, such as whittling wood, scraping
bark, or cutting hide~ In these cases a microscope
becomes a powerful tool for the archaeologist.
.To the naked eye a stone tool looks smooth
and glassy. But under a. microscope the surface of
the stone is crisscrossed with dramatic scratches and
its edge is marked by crater-like scars .. These·
scratches and scars are called "use~wear" arid result
from the friction bet\Veen the tool and the'material
the tool is\Vqrkirig. Archa¢ologists use the pattern
of'these use-wea,r marks to determine the fype of
work th.eJo,o1"'1asµsedfor.(such as scraping, cutting,
or drilling), the density ofthe material that it worked
(such a~ "yielding'\or "hard"), and even sometimes
what that material was (flesh,: wood, or bone,. for
example). tii order to make sense of these.

.

of sfoiie

1llicl'osCOplc scratches ar~hae9logists1i~rfo.rttr
thousan4s of experiments. FirSt; they create stctne
tools of the same type used by ancierit peopfo.TlJeil;L
they do the same types of activities. that these people
would have done using the same rriaterials they would
have used. They then examJne .the microscopic wear
marks that are generated by that activity and compare
this with marks fourid on tools recovered from the
site.
Use-wear analysts often test.their *ills in
blind tests. In these tests they are given tools created•
by helpers and which were used' on materials and for
purposes unknown to the analyst Th.e analyst thep
examines the tools under a microscope and makes a
determination ofwhatthe tool was used for based on
the use-wear pattern. usually, the resultsare pretty
good. A good analyst can correctly determine.whether
the tool was used. more than 95%. of the time,
deterrriine what it was used for better than 8-0% of
the time, and the. material that· it worked more
60% of the time. So, while the analyst is never 100%
sure, these high numbers still all.ow fot quite a.bit of
accuracy, especially when combined with other
pieces of evidence.

than.

Two flint flakes; magnified 150
the leftfsJrisflly
times. T/ie flake
produced and unused.. The edge is .•
ragged and there are no scra'tchei:
The flake on the right was Used by.
an experimenter to ha~estgrassy
plants/or about 30 min!ft~s: Ndte
that the edge is rounded, hds been
polished, and the~e are numerous
·· scratches. The up and down an'g/es
ofthe scratches indicate that the ·
motion of the toolWas in the same
direction as the tool edge (piiotos.·
courtesy Cameron Smith).
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Fish were not the only resource used by the people of Cathlapotle.
Ducks, geese and numerous other waterfowl, still so prevalent at the
refuge today, thrived in the wetland environment around the village.
The bones of a wide variety of terrestrial animals -- such as beaver,
muskrat, raccoon, mink, bear and cougar -- have also been located at
the site. Archaeologists have even found the remains of harbor seals.
While harbor seals no longer venture this far upriver, Lewis and Clark
did note their presence upriver in the early 1800s. The presence of
these remains at Cathlapotle helps to confirm Lewis and Clark's
account.

Over 1000 projectile
points were found during
excavation at Cathlapotle.
The many different types
ofpoints were made from
a variety of stone,
including chert and
obsidian.

The two terrestrial animals that were most heavily utilized at Cathlapotle
were deer and elk. Their remains at the site outnumber all other nonfish animals. Elk, in particular, served as a one-stop shopping market.
The meat was consumed, foot bones were shaped into chisels and
wedges for woodworking, antlers were crafted into fish hooks, barbs
and needles, glue came from the hooves, and sinew bound projectile
points to shafts. The thick hides were used to make robes and even a
type of armor, called a clamons. Clamons were purportedly strong
enough to stop a musket ball, and were therefore an important item of
trade, especially after contact with Europeans.
Animals were primarily taken through the use of the bow and arrow. A
number of arrow points, made first of chipped stone and later of metal,
are contained in the deposits at the site. Wood for arrow shafts and
bows has long since deteriorated, but we know from historical accounts
that bows were often made of white cedar and were about 2 I /2 feet
long. The bow string was made from elk sinew and was held in place
by glue made from sturgeon. Arrow shafts were often
designed to float, so that errant shots at waterfowl would
float back to the surface where they could be recovered
and reused. Pit traps and deadfall traps were also employed
to capture animals.

The lush vegetation surrounding Cathlapotle provided a
garden of useful plants. Although plant material decays
rapidly, microscopic pieces of plants are sometimes
preserved in the soil, especially if they have been charred
during processing. These particles of charred plants can
be sorted from other material through a process called
floatation. Soil samples from the site are placed in water.
Lighter plant materials float to the top while heavier
A large perforated stone net materials sink. Using this flotation process archaeobotanists -weight. Weights were tied to archaeologists who study plant remains from archaeological sites -nets to hold them vertically have recovered a wide range of plant materials from Cathlapotle. Pieces
below the water's surface.
of camas, salmonberry, blackberry, salal berry, blue berry, oregon
grapes and acorns were all used as resources at Cathlapotle.
10
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Nearly all plants had more than one use. A good example is the stinging
nettle. While students excavating at Cathlapotle viewed this painful
plant as a nuisance second only to swarming mosquitoes, the people
ofCathlapotle viewed it as useful resource. Nettle fiber creates a strong
and silky twine. The twine is used to make fishing nets, clothing and
baskets. A yellow dye can be made from the roots. Tea brewed from
nettle can help to alleviate cold symptoms and rubbing its leaves on
the body supposedly reduces aches and pains. Many other plants also
had medicinal properties. Thimbleberry was applied to bums to avoid
scars. Salmonberry was the pepto-bismal of the Chinook world and
was used to treat various intestinal disorders. Europeans who weren't
used to the richness of a salmon-heavy diet first learned to use
salmonberry to treat diarrhea from the Chinook. Additionally, broth
made from boiling salmonberry bark was used to clean infected wounds.
Probably the most important plant resource for the people ofCathlapotle
was wapato. Wapato is a small wetland tuber that was a staple for both
consumption and trade. Lewis and Clark found the taste of wapato
quite agreeable, and give this description of the plant:
he invited us to a lodge in which he had Some part and gave us a
roundish roots about the Size ofa Small Irish potato which they roasted
in the embers until they became Soft, This root they call Wap-pa-to
which the Bulb of the Chinese cultivate in great quantities called the
Sa-git tifolia [NB: we believe it to be the Same} or common arrow
head--. it has an agreeable taste and answers verry well in place of
bread. we purchased about 4 bushels ofthis root and divided it to our
party (Moulton, vol. 6, p. 17)

Stone drills were used
to pierce materials such
as hide, wood, bone
and antler.

The plant was so abundant in the areas surrounding Cathlapotle that
Lewis and Clark dubbed the area "Wapato Valley." Urban development
in the Portland metropolitan area has drastically reduced the range of
this plant. Some stands ofwapato, however, can
still be found on the refuge.
After visiting Cathlapotle Lewis and Clark
camped about a mile and a half upriver, in a
meadow just west of what is now known as Carty
Lake. Here they witnessed women from
Cathlapotle gathering wapato from the Jake:
encamped on a butifull grassy plac, where the
nativs make a portage of their Canoes and
Wappato roots to and.from a large pond a Short
distance. in this pond the nativs inform us they
Collect great quantities of pappato, which the
womin collect by getting into the water,

Bone tools served a variety ofpurposes. The people
of Cathlapotle used bone and antler to make
wedges, awls, chisels and barbs.
11
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Sometimes to their necks holding by a Small canoe and with their feet
loosen the wappato or bulb ofthe root from the bottom from the Fibers,
and it imedeately rises to the top of the water, they Collect & throw
them into the Canoe, those deep roots are the largest and best roots.
(Moulton, vol. 7, p. 30)

Wapato was an extremely important trade item for the Cathlapotles:
they had also an abundance ofsturgeon and wappetoe; the latter they
take in great quantities from the neighbouring bonds, which are
numerous and extensive in the river bottoms and islands. the wappetoe
furnishes the principal article of traffic with these people which they
dispose ofto the nations below in exchange for beads cloth and various
articles. the natives of the Sea coast and lower part of the river will
dispose of their most valuable articles to obtain this root. (Moulton,
vol. 7, pp. 27-28)

Wapato grows vigorously in
the wetlands of the Portland
Basin. Its tasty tuber can be
roasted or pounded into a
powder. It was a staple food
and trade item for the people
ofCathlapotle (drawing by
John Ellis).

Oddly, despite the importance of wapato for both trade and
consumption, no remains ofwapato have been located at the site. This
is one of the mysteries of Cathlapotle that archaeologists are trying to
unravel. It could be that during the cooking process wapato is
completely broken down, and therefore, leaves no remains. Or it could
be that wapato is there but archaeologists just haven't found it yet.
Either way, the lack of this most important of plants is an intriguing
puzzle.
Archaeologists have been a bit surprised by other findings from
Cathlapotle. For instance, archaeologists knew that the people of
Cathlapotle used a wide variety of resources from their surroundings.
They were a bit surprised, however, at
just how many types of plants and
animals were utilized. Basically, if a
resource was in the environment, the
people ofCathlapotle found a way to use
it. Archaeologists were also shocked by
the size of some of the recovered plants
and animals. For instance, elk bones at
Cathlapotle come from elk that were
much larger than any living in the area
today. The same also holds true for
acorns. Some archaeologists believe this
is due, at least in part, to active
management by the Cathlapotles. We
know that some native groups
intentionally burned forests to create
better habitat for such things as oak, deer,
11
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and elk. If this was happening at Cathlapotle it would help to explain
the large size of these specimens.
The people of Cathlapotle were intimately tied to their natural
surroundings. They had a connection with and knowledge of the
surrounding natural world that surpasses what we have today. Part of
the importance of the archaeological work at Cathlapotle is to try and
learn a little bit of what the Cathlapotles may have understood about
the world around them. In this way maybe the people of the past can
teach the people of the present.

&gi~~~~16~¢~1. excavation is destruction.
Every .tiitle.iffi arc~~eologist reJJ)OVesa shovel full of
soil f~ the ground a small part of h1story is gone
forever; .So it is little surprise thaf archaeologists
approath: exdvatioii with caution .. Thfa taution is
heightene.d wheil historic descriptions and written
records of'li. sitealteady exist. For instance, we know
that Lewis and.Clark\ as well as other European
traders and expfoters, visited Cathlapotle. Some of
them wrote down: w~atthey saw and gave
descriptions ofhow the people lived. Ifthese written
records already exist, and if excavation is a
destructive process, why bother to excavate at
Cathlapotle?
·:we know from .historical accounts that
salmon. and sturgeori were extremely important
resotirces.fdr the people at Cathlapotle; But less is
said ab01ft• other types of fish. That's why
zooarch~eo!Ogists --scientists who identify and
analyze.ihitnal remains from archaeological sites -were so surprised when they sifted through some of
the dirt from Cath!~potltLThe dirt contained
thousands of bone• tragments from the tiny threespined sticklebaCk. In fad, in one IO liter sample of
soil (ari !!Il}punt Jess than) gal1orisof milk) more
than 400iridividual stickleback were identified. The
soil also. coritaihed high .numbers of minnows and
large seale suckers. The 1.1;se. of these three fish are
rarely, ifever; mentioned inthe written accounts.Yet
here thi;y' are; in trem(!hdol.is numbers, ih the houses
afCatl)Jap9tle.Zooiifc~aeologists still aren't exactly
. sure how the; people .of Cathiapotle .used these fish,
but they do kriow that aJot of them were there!
Written accounts al~~J~,Uus that elk were
very importaiJt,tothe people·at ~athlapotlec Elk was
used for ever)'thiiig from food, to armor, to chisels.

But what the ~itten accoutif~ don't tell us i~ that
these elk W(!re huge! The ¢lkbont;~ that come from
Cathlapotle are far larger than bones from any elk iri
the area today. Zooarchaeologists clon 't know if these
elk were so large because they are a differeriftype9f
elk than the ones living in the area today, or if it is
because they lived in amore abundant environment
which allowed them to growto their nfaximumsize.
Regardless of the reason,. this is a detail that the
historical accounts don't provide.
When written records about an importantsite
are available they can serve as useful tools for
understanding.history. But Written accounts are, at
best, incomplete, and ofteninaccurate; Archaeology
provides a different' and independent set.of tools
which can provide a more complex and• complete
picture of the past.

'

,,c

Hundreds of tiny stickiebdck bones W¢;efound in
the soils of Cathlapotl~.Archaeologisti were not
expecting to find this and still pre not sure h6w
the people ofCathlapbtle used thistinyfish.
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It was o~ tsLJ
believed that only societies who practiced
agriculture could achieve high levels of prosperity and complexity.
Only farming could provide the necessary stability and resources
that a populous society needed. The Chinooks are proof that this
belief is wrong. The people of Cathlapotle, who made their living
by trading, hunting, fishing and gathering, lived in a wealthy society
with complex social and political systems and a rich artistic tradition.

The Chinook nation, which stretched from the Pacific coast to the
Dalles, was united more by similarity in language and culture than
by any formal ties. The Chinook were divided into a number of
smaller groupings, usually centered around a village, of which
Cathlapotle was one. These smaller units operated as individual
actors, both in terms of trade and in terms of politics. The economic

Canoes and
Class: The
~ociety
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strength and political influence of a group or village was primarily
determined by its size and the wealth and influence of its chief.
Prior to contact with Euro-Americans the area now known as the
Portland basin contained not only some of the highest population
densities in North America, but some of the highest in the world at the
time. The wealth ofChinookan society helped foster and support these
high population levels. Living in an abundant environment, surrounded
by salmon, elk and deer, certainly contributed to their wealth. They
primarily acquired their wealth, however, through trade.

'ftk~e you ever wond~iciJ ~by archaeoibgi~ts

~uare holes? The answer really has!O do with

measurements.
.
Archaeologists are meticulous about
recording the context of artifacts, This is because as
soil and artifacts are removed during excavation
context is destroyed. An artifact removed from a site
is an artifact removed from .its context. As
archaeologist Kerif Flannery 1,once rioted,
archaeologists are .the only sCientists who murder their
informants in the course of tneir re.search.
Archaeologists, therefore; record in as much detail as
possible the location: of all fobnd artifacts; Th.is allows
the context of the artifacts to be recons!Jucted even
after the excavation is crnhplete aiicfaiso maintains a
record of the excavatjon · for gc:;neraiions ..of future
archaeologists..
·
·
·

keeping track of things. Archaeologists dig square
holes beeaus~ iUs the easiest way to' record the
·location of an artifact in three dimensions. Why is
this soimportant?
In terms of an artifact's 101.:ation,
archaeologists are interested in two main questions:
First, is the artifact located near, or associated with,
another artifact or feature? For instance, is a
projectile point lying directly next t.o some elk bones,
or was itlyfog with a lot ofotherprojectile points in
storage pit? Second, is th.e artifact located above
ot befo.\Votller artifacts? Us)ially, layers of the earth
ar.e fi~e cake layers. The fower layers .were put down
first/with the upper layers being more recent: This
rric:;an:s that usually the artifactsfound in upper layers
ar~:·m<ire recent than the ort'es in lower layers
(archaeol!)gists call this the law Of superposition).
The answer to these two questions gives the location
of an artifact both in spac~ (the horizontal plane, i.e.
right or left of.other artifact!>), <}Ild time (the vertical
plane; i£ above or below).The artifact's focation,
. ()(provenience, gives archaeologists its conte:xt;
Context is extremely important because it is through·
· Context that archaeologists ciiil bl\gfh to reconsttl!ct
the activities ~ta site over tirn~,Also, archaeologists
. carilise the context of an: artifact t0 determine whether
different activities were goirig on at different
locations duriilg the sarhe time (for an .example of
the information. an'd clues that context can. give . .
... .· . " .:
archaeologistsabout tlie lives ()f past people see the Students precisely record the pr'J~enien~_~Jan
section on social ranking on p. 19)' Square holes work artifact at Cathlapotle: Precise measurements are
faritasticf?rrecording c;c;in:text because theygive flat important, so that the conteit bfartifat:ts ~anbe
surfacc:;s, both norizontally and vertically, for precise reconstructed even after the excavation· is complete.
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Well before Europeans ever arrived on the shores of North America,
the Chinook were part of an established large-scale trade network that
stretched between Canada, California and into the plains and interior
plateau. The Chinook controlled the banks of the Columbia River from
the coast to the Dalles. This was very advantageous, as it allowed
them to serve as the primary middlemen in trade between the coastal
and interior groups. The arrival of Europeans brought additional goods
to trade, and only strengthened Chinook control of the river.
While both men and women participated in the trade network, the
practice was usually reserved for the elite members of society. Chinook
society was strictly divided among class lines. There were two primary
social classes: those who were free and those who were slaves. Free
members of society were further divided into elites and commoners.
The elite class consisted offew members, most of whom were relatives
of the chief, traders, or warriors. The majority of Chinook society were
commoners, who, while free, were still assigned tasks that the elites
would have felt beneath them to do. All free families were ranked in
relationship to other free families. Typically, one was born into elite
status, although occasionally a commoner
could move up the social scale through
hard work or marriage.
Although free commoners held lower
status than the chief, they were still free to
ignore him if they wished. Chinookan
chiefs did not have the power of life or
death over free members of the society
(although they did have this power over
their own slaves). The source of the chiefs
power came from the productivity and
wealth of his household and his ability to
persuade others. Some village chiefs were
able to secure tremendous influence, both
in their village and throughout the region.
Slaves were the lowest class of Chinook
society and were owned by both elites and
commoners. Slaves were sometimes
acquired during raids on distant nonChinook villages, decreasing the chance
that a relative would be captured. Women
and children were the ones most often
captured. The Chinook, however, tended
to gain their wealth through trade, not war.
And while wars with other groups did
occur, most slaves were bought or sold
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These four Chinook Indians were painted by Paul Kane
in 1848. They were from what is now the Portland area.
Note the flattened forehead and the nose ornament, both
markers ofhigh status.
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through trade networks. Slaves could also be won or lost through
gambling, used as payment for a debt, or serve as currency to purchase
goods. Occasionally, a free member of Chinook society would become
a slave due to inability to repay debts, or by marrying a slave. Slaves
often had the opportunity to buy their freedom at a later time, although
some were only enslaved for specified periods of time. Treatment of

· , What Can the Remaim of Houm Tell Ui About ~ocial Ranking?

~
~sortie questions that ar8hae~logists ·ask can

,~·

was alsqJrue for the Chinook. The largest house
be ~swerel} rn6re directly than ot,hers: Fot instance, belpngecfto the weal!!Jilist family, anp within the
Qie presence of butchered·. deefi:lone. in, a. fireplace ·hous~Jafuilies
cfifferentsocial. ranks lived .in
suggests to archaeologisrs~·p;~9p1e in
past were aflte;erit area!i. A:i<;ha~c;ilOgistSi:ombine the fact that
·eating deer. Other ques~bris;""ho\Vever, $.ay~eem a :pebple ofdiffererit.r~ lived ih:: 4ifferenf areas of
bitmore diffic~lt ro llddfess.. For in~t~rlte; h~'.V do the house withth~ fatftliat p~ople usually keep their
afleast bicied onthe artifatts found at tlie possessfons
High s1atus areas of the house
site, thatthe people ofCathlapotle lived in a ranked containJargefntimbers ofex:pensive goods, such as
society,.· with members. of higlier and lower. social elaborately carVed ground stone net weights and trade
status?
·
items/wtJileJower ranked portions of the house
Historical accounts ten us th.at Chinookah usua)ly contain ~ess ~xpensive goods, such as
society was divided into ~lite, commoners; and slaves:•. projeptile points riiade ·from readily available stone
Archaeologists, however,'are never satisfied with only (just as it is more likely to find an expensive bottle of
one S(JUrCe of evidence. So, t)Jey look to artifacts for witie in' a Portland west hills mansion than in the
additional clues. At Cathlapotle archaeologists look apartment of a starving gra<:Juate student!).
to the remains of houses for ev.iderice of social
. So, were higJ:p·~ked and low rallkedpeople
ranking:Thirik ofyour ownhouse or a~.ent. Most doing the same type ofthillgs at Cathlapotle? Sofar,
likely Yo)J:~ave spepjal pi~(:es for your\ st~fL.tools what archaeoJog1~1$ biiy~ seen is that everyone; both
are keptin:lfgarage oishe<:J;;clqtbes.in closets, food elites and commo]jei's,hlade and used the same sets
i.n cupboards. Plus, YOIJ p}6bably fia'1,e. prawers or of tools/ but.they did
in diffefeht numbers.
lioxes where you keep some gf)'om personal it~ms Commoners had inore projectile points and seemed
separate from the items of;bthef,people in your hopse. to have spent more tirr\:e liunting lihiijials such as deer
The people of Cathlapotle
no different•. They and elk, Elites seemed to spend niore time fishing, as
used bentwood bOxes. woven baskets and storage pits these are~ of the liouJe Contain larger number of
to hold their possessforis,.
.. ·. •.. . .
..·
fishing t06fs:A'rchaeologists;by looking at the types
No~, think ofthe 'town ypti live iri. There of ru;tifacts.and '·vhere,they are located, not only see
are probabttweas'ofthe town ~perewealtliier people evidence for efgcm:rlink~ but •cari begjn to 'see how
live and•afeas where poorer.people live; With the the roles of:~ll.tes andcci!llmoners'aLCathlapotle
· ' ·
· ·
wealthier people usually owning larger houses. This differed. · ·.· ·
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we know;

separate.
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Left: Grount{~fone wei'ght. Right:
ProjectUe pJini: The weight would have
takeri)qme1tiiiie to fashion into a useful
tool. Jtlfia$ p~obably used as a riet Wfiight
or airc~brqnd Was considered :Valuable.
The point was "1.adefrom chert and could
have been.mi/de in minutes by a skilled
flint kriappitf,';AYchaeologists are fihding
thatfishing;i&ofs·arrdmoreexpensive
item$ are asf<}clated withhlgh status
p0rtio~s ofthe hous.es. ·
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slaves varied, determined more by the temperament of the owner than
by any social customs.
Rank and class distinctions were very important, strictly enforced and
communicated in a number of ways. For instance, slaves and free people
were segregated within the house, living at opposite ends within separate
compartments. One of the most dramatic outward signs of status
difference, however, came from the practice of cranial deformation.
Lewis and Clark noted this during their voyage:

the most remarkable trait in their physiognomy is the
peculiar flatness and width of the forehead which they
artificially obtain by compressing the head between two
boards while in a state ofirifancy andfrom which it never
afterwards perfectly recovers (Moulton, Vol. 6, p. 433).
Cranial deformation was widely practiced among Indians
of the Northwest, although the exact form it took varied
from group to group. Among the Chinook, head flattening
was a marker of free status, as slaves were not allowed to
flatten the heads of their children. The process began in
infancy and took nearly a year to complete. Paul Kane,
who travelled the Columbia River in 1846-1847, gives
this excellent description:

Infants [are] strapped to apiece of board covered with
moss or loose fibers ofcedar bark, and in order to flatten
the head they place a pad on the infant's forehead, on
the top ofwhich is laid a piece ofsmooth bark, bound by
a leather band passing through holes in the board on
either side, and kept tightly pressed across the front of
the head, a sort ofpillow ofgrass or cedar fibres being placed under
the back of the neck to support it. This process commences with the
birth of the infant, and is continued for a period from eight to twelve
months. (From the Journals ofPaul Kane, I 846-1847, p. I 80)
As a result, free members of Chinook society had flat sloping foreheads,
a trait quickly recognizable to any visitor and an outward manifestation
of social rank.
The Chinook also demonstrated their wealth through their material
goods. They worked stone, shell, bone and antler to create objects that
were both beautiful and useful. Cedar was probably the most important
material to the Chinook, as they used it to make everything from baskets,
to boxes, to bowls. Cedar was used to create what is probably the best
example of the Chinook combination ofbeauty and functionality ... their
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The process of head-flattening,
as drawn by Paul Kane. Head
flattening was reserved only
for the free members of
Chinook society. Infants would
stay in these cradleboards
anywhere from 3 months to
more than a year.

canoes. Lewis and Clark first noted the beauty of Chinook canoes at
the Dalles:
I observed on the beach near the Indian Lodges two Canoes butiful/ of
different Shape & Size to what we had Seen above wide in the midde
and tapering to each end, on the bow curious figures were Cut in the
wood. .. these Canoes are neeter made than any I have ever Seen and
Calculated to ride the waves, and carry emence burthens. (Moulton,
Vol. 5, p 328)

An elaborate canoe burial,
as sketched by George
Gibbs. The Chinook were
expert wood-carvers and
their canoes were often
exquisitely carved (drawing
copied from Ruby and
Brown, 1976).

The Chinook had a variety of canoes. Dr. Kenneth Ames has suggested
that the Chinook used different canoes in the same ways we use different
cars ... some canoes were like commuter vehicles, some served as family
vehicles, and some were for cargo transport. Regardless of the purpose,
Chinook canoes were expertly crafted and often ornately decorated.
The bow and stem, at least on the larger canoes, carried magnificent
carvings of animals and figures. The Chinook were excellent canoeists,
as attested to by Lewis and Clark:
the natives inhabiting the lower portion of the Columbia River make
their canoes remarkably neat light and well adapted for riding high
waves. I have seen the natives near the coast riding waves in these
canoes with safety and apparently without concern where I should
have thought it impossible for any vessel of the same size to lived a
minute ... some ofthe large canoes are upwards of50feet long and will
carry from 8 to I 0 thousand lbs. or from 20 to thirty persons. (Moulton,
Vol. 6, pp. 262-263)

Patrick Gass, one of the members of Lewis and Clark's Corps of
Discovery, gave his highest compliment when he suggested that the
Chinook should get credit for making the finest canoes, both in beauty

Canoes and paddles of the
Columbia River, as
painted by Paul Kane.
The Chinook crafted
canoes of various designs
and sizes, all suited for
specific purposes.
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and use, perhaps in the world, both as to service and beauty. Lewis
and Clark were so fascinated by Chinook canoes, and so upset that
they were unable to attain one, that they ended up stealing one (although
they rationalized that it was merely payment for six elk that they claimed
the Chinook had stolen).

~' ,~ l:1'..~,/,... !., ~.; :.)'.<~ ("...,~::...... .....~

The skills of Chinook artists and craftsmen were demonstrated in other
ways as well. As will be discussed in the next chapter, the houses at
Cathlapotle where elaborately ornamented and carved. Beautiful bowls
and ladles shaped from wood and bone, and baskets woven from cedar
bark, filled the inside of houses. One of the more interesting items
made by the Chinook were their swords. Lewis and Clark give this
description of the swords during their visit to Cathlapotle:

A Chinook sword, as drawn
by Lewis and Clark.

I saw in Several houses of the Cath la poh tie Village large Symeters
of Iron from 3 to 4 feet long which hangs by the heads of their beads;
the blade of this weapon is thickest in the Center tho' thin even there,
all it's edges are Sharp and its greatest width which is about 9 inches
from the point, is about 4 inches ... this is aformable weapon. (Moulton,
Vol. 7, p. 36)

The people of Cathlapotle made no effort to hide their wealth. Their
ornately carved plankhouses, their formidable swords, and their expertly
crafted canoes were all outward symbols of an affluent society, and a
reminder to visitors that it was they who controlled this part of the
river.
Chinook carved bowl (left) and ladle
(below). The bowl and ladle pictured
were carved from solid pieces of wood.
Such utensils, however, were also made
from sheep horns (photos copied from
Ruby and Brown,
1976).
}:JLtz<~~,'.~,,

The Chinook tribal logo,
created by Chinook artist
Tony Johnson,
demonstrates the beautiful
Chinookan art style.
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life. It is the area where eating, sleeping, socializing and, at
times, work takes place. It was no different for the people of
Cathlapotle. For them, and the Chinook in general, houses were much
more than simply structures made out of wood. They were the center
of the community and a reflection of the organization of society.
Lewis and Clark noted 14 houses at Cathlapotle stretching along a
1/4 mile of the river. Of these at least six have been located by
archaeologists. The wood that built these houses has long since
disappeared and shallow oval depressions in the ground provide the
only surface evidence for their past presence. Even this evidence is
difficult to see because cottonwood trees and dense patches of
stinging nettle now obscure the surface. But below the ground there

Hearths.and
Households:
The Houses
l~
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is ample evidence for the past. Soil stains show the locations of walls
and corner posts, and pockets of ash, heated rock, and bone give signs
of fireplaces that served as gathering places and kitchens.
What would Lewis and Clark have seen as they paddled past
Cathlapotle? The primary type of house for the Chinook, and for most
other coastal Northwest people as well, was the cedar plankhouse. These
structures were extremely sturdy and provided excellent shelter from
the damp and dreary climate of the Northwest. Plankhouses were
generally rectangular in shape and their size varied greatly. Some were
as small as 14 feet wide by 20 feet long, while others reached more
than 40 feet in width and 200 feet in length. The size of the structure
was determined primarily by the wealth and influence of the owner.

The remains of at least six
houses at Cathlapotle have
been located by
archaeologists. Houses 1 and
2 are extremely large.

As noted earlier, Chinook society was highly stratified. Society was
divided into free individuals and slaves and rigid distinctions existed
between these groups. Free people were also ranked. As a result, some
free families held more power and wealth than others. The organization
of the plankhouse reflected and reinforced these divisions. Carved walls
and painted hanging mats separated plankhouses into compartments.
A number of families resided within each house, but probably two
families lived within each
compartment. As you
entered the house, and
moved through the
compartments toward the
back end, status of families
increased. Therefore, the
end of the house nearest
the door was the low-status
end, containing either the
lowest ranked family of the
house or the slaves owned
by the house chief. The
highest status family
within the house lived the
farthest from the entrance.
Houses were aligned in
rows running parallel to
the river. The highest
ranked house was usually in the rear row and was the largest house in
the village.
We are fortunate to have a number of first hand accounts of Chinook
plankhouse construction. One of the best is offered by Gabriel
Franchere, a Canadian fur trader who lived on the Columbia River
from 1810to 1814:
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The native houses, built of cedar, are remarkable for their form and,
above all,for their size. They are nearly a hundredfeet long and thirty
to forty feet wide. They are constructed in the following manner: The
Indians sink some posts into the earth about seven or eight feet apart,
between which they set some planks that they tie at the top with strong
cords. At each end of the building they place a pole about fifteen to
twenty feet in height. These have notches at the top to hold the ridge
pole. The rafters, attached by two, are placed below the ridge pole
and hang down across the edges of the planks which, in turn, rise to

~ ·ib~~assiii·~larlkhou~es afCathlapotle; archaeol<igists where the walls and posts of these
some more than 175 feet longlllld40 feet wide, must great stmctures once stood arid·\Vhere storage pits
hav1: presented aspectacularsight along the river. But were dug>Ccillections of ash and charcoal provide
by thetiine archaeoJ,ogi~ts came to the site the houses evidence for the location of central fireplaces. What
wt!re ·gone. Th~· planks and posts had. either thrilled archaeologists is just. how closely these
deteriorated or been removed long ago, and all that "features" in the soil at Cathlapotle matched the
was left Were subtle depressions in the ground. Still, paintings and written descriptions of other Chinook
arch~eol~gists have afarrly good idea of what these plankhouses {see the sidebar on "Features7' on pg;
houses.looked like; bothinsid.e and out. How do they 27).
One of the reasons archaeology is amazing
know?
Some of the evidence archaeologists use is because it allows us to reconstruct what is no longer
comes from .firsthanp yvrltten accounts. Lewis. and .thi:rre.-:Using clues from words, pictures and soil the
CJark,,give. an incre~ibly detailed .• description of.,. massive plankhouses 'at Catblapotle ~tand ·again~
Chiri56k" plaiikhouses" iri'theirjournal
··. ·
· · ·· ·
· ·
entries; Excelient deseriptions. are
also ;f'<lllirdinthejournils of Gabriel
Franch~re, a Canadian trader who
lived "'on the. Cohimbia River from
18IO to 1814 andfames Swan, who
liV~d among •. the Chinook at.
Shoalwater Bay (now known as
WillapaBay}from 1852 to 1854.
· We also have drawjngs ..;md
paintings of the houses.Sortie of the
most. detailed drawings come ft:9m
Pau1$ime, a wandering atfisf":Who
. touted the Colutllbia Rivet"itlff 8'46I 8472 Karie toured the Columbia after.
inariy Chillook villages had beell ·
wiped out by diseases,iri .the 1830s.
His paintings are extremely lmportant
because they captured a way .of life
A Painting by Paul Kane of the interior ofa Chinookan house,
that was quickly disappearing.
Note the sunken fire box ih the foreground and the carved roof
The final piece.ofevidence support and panels.· On the left and right are the·bench areas
co.tnes from. the s?il itself. Stairis in
usedfor sleeping. This painting shows the back of the house,
the soil at Cathlapotle show likely the high-status end.
·
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about five feet from the ground. The roofis made ofplanks laid across,
and attached to, the rafters. Fires are made in the middle ofthe house
and smoke escapes through a hole in the roof Several families,
separated from each other by partitions, live in one of these large
buildings. The doors, raised well above ground level, are oval and
very small. (From the journal a/Gabriel Franchere, 1810-1814, p.
114)

Plankhouse styles varied throughout the Northwest. Chinook style
plankhouses had gabled roofs with small oval doors, often only at one
end. The roof was made from thin split cedar planks laid either vertically
or horizontally, and was occasionally covered with cedar bark. As
Franchere describes, the roof was supported by a central beam, or ridge
pole, that ran the entire length of the house and sometimes extended
beyond. The ridge pole was supported at each end of the house by
large posts.
Franchere was impressed by the size of these Chinookan structures,
but at least two of the houses at Cathlapotle were larger than those he
described. House I, the house furthest to the north and east, was roughly
200 feet long and more than 40 feet wide. House 2, just to the south of
house I, was more than 150 feet Jong and nearly 40 feet wide.

A cut-away drawing of a
Chinook house, showing the
central hearth box, platforms
along the sides, and a cellar
area for storage (drawing by
Charles Funk, based on a
drawing by Cameron Smith)

The interior of the houses at Cathlapotle primarily consisted of three
areas. The central area contained a row of hearths running down the
middle of the house.
There may have been as
many as five or six
hearths in some of the
larger houses. The
hearths were used for
cooking, warmth and
light. The hearth was
also a community center.
People gathered around
them to eat, socialize and
tell stories, especially
during the long, dark and
rainy winters. Hearths
were placed about a foot below floor level and were contained within
framed "hearth boxes," which served to keep the fire from spreading
to other areas of the house. Each hearth was likely shared by two
families. A second area of the house was the bench. This area went
around the sides of the house. Platforms (for sleeping and other
activities) were built in this area and ran along at least two sides of the
house. Sometimes the platforms were vertically doubled, like bunk
beds. A third area was the cellar. Within the cellar were storage pits
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holding stockpiles of food and other necessary items, such as stone for
making tools. Personal items were also sometimes stored in this area.
Archaeologists have found evidence that the storage pits at Cathlapotle
were located under the sleeping platforms. Chinook plankhouse at other
locations, however, had cellars that ran in the area between the bench
and the hearths. Floors were often dirt (sometimes covered with cedar
mats) or, when the cellars ran between the hearths and the bench,
probably planked.

:t.;'-:(/;i.·''..< .Ut·'.'.J ,. ".,(,

'tiPQrtali(pecaJise
_."·The golden mask bf Kirig Tut t\ terra totta
solclieiifom Xianyang, A beautifully crafted cl-0vis thefr11mind us ihat th'e'gbaP1->rafohaehl6~y is to
point from 11,000years ago. These are all examples answer;que~tif?~~ ap?tit the pa}t,,,~f!f tb collect
of amazing artifacts that have been removed from artifacts: Wllife featUres never end tip behind museum
t.1~uat1ytbfr'tU~niC>1~a6btit h~Wpeopte
atchaeblogical sites. But there is a particui3r type of g;1itss,:they
artifact that never leaves the ground. This is not lived in the past ih:fti can llie .niost deiiclltbly made
· · ··
. ···· · ·
because it is too heavy or too big, iCs because this proj¢ctile pojnt.
type of artifact really is immovable. Archaeologists
call these types of artifacts "features."
Features can be the remains ofhouses,
storage pits, fireplaces, and roads. They are the result
of arty human activity that leaves its mark on the
landscape. A number of features are present at
Cathlapotle. One of the most common are post and
plank· features. Chinook plankhouses were
constructed from hundreds ofpost and planks. When·
these posts and planks either decayed in place, or .
. were removed, the hole in which that post or plank
was set filled .with decayingwood, earth, or other
material. As a result a "stain'', or shadow is left irt
the soil where that plank or post once stood. Another
feature found at Cathlapotle are hearths.
Archaeologists identify hearths by the presence of
large.amount~ of ash and charcoal, and thererrinants
of rocks tha{have been.cracked by the heat of the
fire. Sforage pits are also common at Cathlapotle.
These features were used to s~ore foods, tools and
other personlll possessions; Sometimes the material
fi:om: !he hearths and:siorage pits, as welf as. othet
trash, ,were thrown outside ofthe plankhouse. Over
time these piles of garbage accumufated and formed .
·. • ... ' ... · .
a "midden," another type of feature found at · Top: The .rf!l1iafns o.f.fi1tpndeni.h'eiift}J ~re
Cathlapotle.
exposedfrom .the
6.f~plqrrkMiise: :B<:ttom:
. Features are in credibly important to The long dark suif~'runnin~Verti~Mfyalongthe
archaeologists. Post and plank stains, hearths, .storage right siqe of thiHf.eh~h wc1ll is e~ifl.e.nce ofa
pits and· middens have given archaeologists supportpbsiltHe ~t<!i,n;.isar.~l!;ofeitl;er}}Jepost
invaluable information about the architecture of rotting in plcice, or, the p(;stifO,le7:/j{[lhi up with soil
Chinook plankhouses and the organization of after the postwasremo'ved . ...· ·· · ·
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Lewis and Clark give an eyewitness account of the interior of the houses
at Cathlapotle:
the floors of most oftheir houses are on a level with the surface of the
earth tho' some of them are sunk two or 3 feet beneath. the internal
arrangement oftheir houses is the same with those ofthe nations below.
they are also fond ofsculpture. various figures are carved and painted
on the peices which support the center of the roof about their doors
and beads. they had large quantities of dryed Anchovies strung on
small sticks by the gills and others which had been first dryed in this
manner, were now arranged in large sheets with strings of bark and
hung suspended by poles in the rooft oftheir houses; they had also an
abundance of sturgeon and wappetoe. (Moulton, Vol. 7, p. 27)

~
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A stone maul from Cathlapotle.
Mauls were often used with
chisels to work wood and split
planks. The fact that many
mauls are sculpted and
decorated suggests that they
were considered important and
valuable possessions (drawing
from "Cedar," by Hilary
Stewart).

As Lewis and Clark note, houses served as processing centers for food.
The "anchovies" hanging from the roof were actually smelt (also known
as eulachon). Salmon, smoked and dried by the heat and smoke coming
from the hearth, would also hang from the rafters along side the smelt.
Art adorned most Chinook plankhouses. The Chinook have a
fantastically rich artistic tradition. As Lewis and Clark mention, the
houses at Cathlapotle were full of sculptures and painted figures.
Humanlike faces were painted on the outside of some of the houses,
often with the doorway serving as the mouth of the figure. While the
Chinook did not make totem poles, like some groups on the northern
northwest coast, they were excellent wood carvers. The support posts
and beams of the house were often elaborately carved into beautiful
shapes of humans, animals, and geometric designs.
Plankhouse construction requires a considerable amount oflabor and
material. The first step in the process was preparing the foundation for
the house. As Lewis and Clark note, and as archaeologists have found
as well, some of the houses at Cathlapotle were sunk about three feet
underground. This means that nearly 900 cubic yards of soil were
removed to prepare the foundation for House I at Cathlapotle. This is
equivalent to roughly 125 dump trucks full of dirt!
The amount oflumber invested in these houses is amazing. Dr. Kenneth
Ames, a professor at Portland State University and the principal
investigator of the Cathlapotle site, has estimated the amount of wood
that would have been necessary for building a large plankhouse. For a
plankhouse45 feet by 115 the amount of necessary lumber was probably
at least 40,000 board feet (a board foot isl inch by 12 inches by 12
inches). In comparison, a modern three-bedroom American house uses,
on average, somewhere between 10,000 and 12,000 board feet of
lumber. Houses I and 2 at Cathlapotle are even larger than this. Plus,
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these houses may have stood for nearly 400 years. This means that
planks and posts would have occasionally needed repair and
replacement. Dr. Ames has estimated that a large plankhouse may have
required between 500,000 to a 1,000,000 board foot of lumber over a
400 year period.
Cathlapotle, at the confluence of three rivers, is situated in an area
where floods are always a potential threat. When floods occurred, and
rising waters threatened the town, the people ofCathlapotle may have
removed the planks from the house. These would have then been
strapped to canoes and floated on the river until the waters receded.
Once the flood was no longer a threat the people would return and
quickly rebuild their houses.
The Chinook didn't necessarily live in large plankhouses year around.
During the summer temporary camps were often established in order
to be nearer to elk, deer, berries and salmon runs in upland streams and
creeks. Shelters at summer camps were small movable enclosures made
from lashed together poles. These poles were then covered with rush
mats. In some Chinook villages the walls and roofs were removed from
plankhouses, leaving only the permanent frame standing. The planks
were then stored in swamps or water in order to preserve them and
drown any vermin that may have infested the wood. It is likely, however,
that the houses at Cathlapotle were occupied, at least by some members
of the town, year around.

OVTIO>• OP J.X WDlilf LOI>GJll.

An outside view of a small Chinook Plankhouse. The engraving comes from "The
Northwest Coast: Or, Three Years' Residence in Washington Territory," by James Swan.
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. existed long before Europeans
eversailedthewatersofthe ~~Columbia. Canoes made at
Cathlapotle cruised the river by at least 1500 A.D. and the Chinooks
had lived along its banks for thousands of years prior. Eventually,
however, visitors from foreign lands arrived. The Chinook called
these visitors "Suyapee," or upside-down face because of their beards.
The arrival of these visitors altered and upset a way of life that had
existed for generations.
A certain mythology has grown around the idea that Lewis and Clark
were the first non-indians to see the west coast. This is far from true.
Hwui Shan, a buddhist monk from China, may have entered the
mouth of the Columbia in the 5th century A.D., but this cannot be
confirmed. What can be confirmed is that Europeans had entered

Buttons and
Beads: The
Effects of
Contact
31
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the mouth of the Columbia by the late 1700s and reached Cathlapotle
by 1792, years before Lewis and Clark arrived. The first evidence of
foreign contact with Cathlapotle comes from the travels of Lt. William
Broughton. Broughton, working for Captain George Vancouver, sailed
the Chatham into the mouth of the Columbia River in 1792. He moored
the Chatham nearthe present day location ofKnappton, Washington,
and continued upriver in a smaller vessel. On October 28, 1792,
Broughton reached the northern end ofSauvie Island, a place he called

An ancient Chinese coin
found in the soils of
Cathlapotle.

Point Warrior; in consequence of being there surrounded by twenty
three canoes carrying from three to twelve persons each. all attired in
their war garments and in every other respect prepared for combat.
On these strangers discoursing with the friendly Indians that attended
our party, they soon took off their war dress, and with great civility
disposed of their arms and other articles for such valuables as we
presented to them, but would other neither part with their copper swords
nor a kind ofbattle axe made ofiron. (Broughton, in Vancouver, p. 21)

The canoes had come from a village just upriver:
On the banks ofRushleigh 's River was seen a very large Indian village
and such of the strangers as seemed to belong to it strongly solicited
the party to proceed thither; and to enforce their request, very
unequivocally represented that if the party persisted in going to the
southward they would have their heads cut off (Broughton in
Vancouver, p. 22)
Below, Top: Metal knife blade
found in the upper layers of
Cathlapotle. Below, Bottom:
Copper bracelets and a copper
ringfrom the site.

"Rushleigh's River" was Lake river and the village that he refers to is
Cathlapotle.
The people of Cathlapotle were savvy traders. For years they had been
trading goods between the coast
and the interior and the arrival of
European visitors simply provided
new opportunities. Trade with the
newcomers quickly flourished, and
by the time Lewis and Clark
reached Cathlapotle evidence for
trade between Europeans and the
Chinook was abundant. In fact, on
the day that Lewis and Clark visited
Cathlapotle they noted a Chinook
wearing a European sailor's coat
and hat. Therefore, the arrival of
Lewis and Clark would not have
awed the people of Cathlapotle.
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They simply would have been curious why these strangers were
voyaging down the Columbia from the wrong direction.
Cathlapotle was in a prime location to serve as a trading center. The
waters of the Columbia, Lake and Lewis rivers were easily accessible.
Furthermore, a fur trading trail that began at nearby Fort Vancouver
ran right next to the village. Archaeologists have found abundant
evidence that trade with Euro-Americans was an important activity at
Cathlapotle. During excavation a number of glass trade beads were
recovered from the soil. Glass beads were used as trade items from the
time of first contact to the period dominated by the fur trade. Lewis
and Clark carried glass beads, as did employees of the Russian
American Fur Company and the Hudson's Bay Company. Beads,
because they were made in only a few places and during specific periods
of time, can provide archaeologists important clues about a site (see

. · .-What can glaH bead~ tell mabout time1

...~1Ji

..

-Archaeologists have found over 1000 historic show up abruptly and only in the upper levels of
trade beads at Cathlapbtle, most of which are made of the site, This would be expected given that usually
glass. Glas; beads weie used as items of trade from the the soils ill upper layers at archaeological sites have
time of the first contact between the Chinook and been deposited more recently than the levels below,
Europeans in the late 1700s through the period and therefore contain tnore recent artifacts
dominated by the.fut trade. Trade beads were carried (archaeologists call this the. principle of
by Captain Cook and byLewis andJ:Jark's Corps of superposition):Theappearariceofglasstrade beads
Discovery... Most.iridividuals working ·for fur trade also gives·arckaeologistsagoodnuirker separatirig
. those leve'!!rofthe site that exlstedpnor to qontact
compilliles caqted tllemas•well. . .
. ..
HlstoiJc trade bead~'are 'extremely important. with Europeans; and those levels thate:i.isted after:
t6 arcQ.aeo16gis&studyi11gcathlaJ:>Ot1e because they can contact,' This is·· importa'.nt, because through'
help toqetermine when the site was in use. Beads are comp~ring the, differences between the two,
very tiihe sensitive. Glass beads were produced in only archa'eologists Cail IOok for clues as to how the lives
a himdfulofpla&s, with most beads being produced in of the'Chinook were affected by contact with
Venice or H()lland.(althopgh certain styles were also Europeans.
produced in China), depending on .when they were
·
made, be~ds 'Yen.l;?fcliffetent styles and produced
diff~rent ffiethodsLThrough.poth library research and
by studying t!ir collection;o:f\beads fr&m nearby Ft..
Vancouver, archaeologists learned .that some. of the
beads found lii'ta~lapotle were. rriade as early the
1600s:. ,.\Jarge. number of the beads, however, were
made'afteri840;.Thls can't tell us how early Cathlapotle •
was in use; F'..~~\institlic:e,just because a bead was
produced in: t 640 this dqesn'tmeari thatit showed up•'
at Cathlagotle right awaf. Itqan tell µs; however, how
........ ·. ..
. .•. . . . . .· .. .
long the site cbntilluedto be used<T\Vo of the beads
were of a style not produced tintibfter'l8p0. This ~.°flOOOglasstrade beilifs werefouridat
means that the site was ill use in s.ome way into the .• C:athiapotle, /Jecauie specific types were made
1860s.
~
·
· durjng~specijic times, beads.can he/p
·
Archae()logists also discovered thatthe beads archaeolo@.s!s date whe,n the site was in use.
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page 33). Additionally, the abrupt appearance of beads in the
archaeological record also demonstrates just how quickly the people
of Cathlapotle tapped into a worldwide economy.
Other artifacts also provide evidence of contact and trade with
foreigners. Chinese coins, gun barrels, metal knives, historic ceramics,
and metal projectile points have all been recovered from the upper
layers of Cathlapotle. One trade item carries with it an interesting
history. Phoenix buttons were originally designed to be part of the
uniforms of Haitian soldiers serving under King Henri Christophe, who
ruled Haiti from 1811- 1820. The buttons had been ordered from New
England merchants who were awaiting payment before shipping them
out. Unfortunately, King Christophe committed suicide before payment
was made, and the merchants were left with thousands of now useless
buttons and coats. Eventually the coats were sold to traders and the
buttons made their way into the Northwest during the 1820s and 1830s.
A few of these buttons made it to Cathlapotle.
Phoenix buttons found at
Cathlapotle.

Unfortunately, buttons and beads were not the only thing the new
visitors had carried with them. Smallpox, measles, malaria, influenza,
and various other illnesses were brought to North America by
Europeans. The Columbia River, which had served for so many years
as a highway for trade, also served as a highway for disease. Smallpox
may have reached the northwest as early as the 1500s, and welldocumented epidemics occurred in 1775, 1801, 1836-1838, 1853 and
1862. One of the worse epidemics to hit the Columbia River began in
the summer of 1830. This epidemic, most likely caused by malaria,
raged for two years through the Portland Basin and the Willamette
Valley. By the time it had run its course it had claimed over 90% of the
native population. Whole villages were devastated by the outbreak,
and it is likely that Cathlapotle suffered as well. In 1835 Meredith
Gairdner, a doctor from the Hudson Bay Company, listed Cathlapotle
as one of the few remaining Chinook villages. This raises the possibility
that Cathlapotle was not as hard hit by the epidemic as other Chinook
villages, or, at the very least, served as a refuge for survivors from
other villages.
The epidemics didn't stop. Further outbreaks, as well as displacement
by new settlers, continued to take a toll on an already dwindling
population. Cathlapotle was not immune to this onslaught. Paul Kane,
a wandering artist who visited the area in 1846 to 1847, noted that by
the time he arrived the village ofCathlapotle was "extinct." The area,
however, continued to be used into the 1850s by surviving native
groups. A General Land Office map from 1853 notes an "Indian Lodge"
on the southeastern bank of Gee Creek, in the general vicinity of
Cathlapotle, and a few trade beads not made until the 1860s were
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recovered from the site. But it is unknown whether the beads or the
lodge were in any way connected to the former village or even the
Chinook. By the 1870s an American family, the Cartys, owned the
land where Cathlapotle once stood. Cathlapotle, once one of the largest
villages on the Columbia River, was no more.
The arrival ofEuropeans and Americans to the Northwest brought new
settlers and new trade. But it also brought devastating diseases for which
the native populations had no defense. The number ofNative American
lives lost due to European introduced disease is staggering, and
unmatched in any other era. Cathlapotle was one of the casualties. Over
a relatively short period of time disease and displacement nearly resulted
in the extinction of the Chinook people and culture. And for those that
survived a way of life that had existed for generations was tragically
and forever altered.
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Metal point found at
Cathlapotle. While the
introduction ofmetal changed
the material that tools were
made from, it didn't
necessarily change their form.

How does iron from East Asia end up at Cathlapotle~

~ln one

of the deepest pits excavated at
Cathlapotle archaeologists came across an iron adze
bit dating to between 1400-1500 A.D:, roughly 300
years before the first European ever ventured up the
Columbia R1ver. There is, however, no
archaeo!Ogical or historical evidence that the
Chinook mined or worked iron. So, how does an iron
a4ze bit oating to around 1400 A.D. end up in the
si)ils~Of Cathlapotle?
It's .clear that the people of Cathlapotle had
access t{l.:ir{lli prior to the arrival. of Europeans.
Williari;iilJ?rollghton, the first European to.venture
up the;C~lumbia, noted that the group ofwarriors he
met~fi'rim C:athlapotle carried with them "a kind of
battle axe made ofiron." But if the Chinook weren't
.mining iron qre, where were they getting it from?
A.rchaeoIOgists l:>e.lieve that the iron came from East
Asi~.)'hey suggest that the.iron might have arrived
as Part of a long distance trade network, traded first
through Siberia; tnen into the Aleutian Islands, and
ultimately down the Pacific coast. Alternatively, the
iron could have come from the wrecks of Chinese
and Jllj)anese vessels swept across the north pacific,
. Tu,¢Japane~e).Vere worltjngiron by atleast500 A.D.
and wo!M~ave carried it on thefr junks and in their
toolkitSYTh~re are numer-0us 18th and 19th century
accqurtts ot:rapanese jilll)(s being swept out to sea,
fosillg bi)f1l
and
and helplessly drifting

masts

rudders:

to the northwestufitihmivirig.tin.the Pacific Coast.
Amazingly, a fow sailors stlrvived thish;i)(bl~ drift
across the ocean (which sometimes tookntor<'i tnart a
year!). It's likely fuatsoril:e bedune Chinoiikan'slaves.
Regardless -0~how .it arrived, the Chinook
would have quickly·fealized':'the ·value of ir'oti,
especially for wotldrtg~b~qar. It's likely thafthis•itcin
adze, found deep in tll~/soi.ls. of~~thlapotle, was
considered by ilien:l a·very i!IT,e: and!V:~lu~b,!~ ~tern.

On the left is.dniron(i.dze bitfo~htf:atC<ith1apotle.
It dales to betwpen:J.40.<M 500€4.J).:(jift.'ik right is
a gfo.1md.stofie d.4~·6ii]rom.tfte· ideier.site, a·
Chinook site4oditedifi:Oregori.i, : · ·
••
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terrible epidemics that swept
Northwest in the 18th and 19th centuries nearly

(

athlapottie·

Today
As a small boy going to school in Ilwaco, a fishing village nestled
between the forest and the waters of the Columbia River, I was
startled to learn that I was unique among my classmates -- I was
extinct!" (Ruby and Brown, p. ix)
The Chinook, as Meriwether's existence points out, had not gone
extinct. In part, this false belief was fueled by the fact that the
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Chinook, unlike many other tribes, were never formally recognized by
the United States Government. They had been part of a treaty negotiated
at Tansey Point, just west of Astoria, in August of 1851. That treaty,
for reasons that are still unclear, was never ratified by congress. After
the Washington territory was created in 1853, treaty negotiations began
anew. In February of 1855, a council of 350 indians, representing the
Chinook, the Upper and Lower Chehalis, Quinault, Satsop (Salish),
and Cowlitz, met with new Washington governor, Isaac Stevens.
Stevens planned to place all these groups on one reservation extending
from Gray's Harborto Cape Flattery. This treaty, however, would have
moved the Chinook north of their home lands and into territories of
their historic enemies. They refused to sign. By the end of that year
seven treaties had been signed with other tribes and most of western
Washington had been ceded to the United States. The Chinook never
formally ceded their lands.
The Chinook gradually dispersed throughout Oregon and Washington.
Ultimately, a few moved to the Shoalwater and Quinault Reservations,
but most stayed in their home lands or ended up in towns and cities
throughout the Northwest. Today, there are over 2000 enrolled members
of the Chinook Tribe. Their main tribal office is located in Chinook,
While shovels, trowels and
screens are an important part
of any excavation, perhaps the
most important tools are
pencils and paper. Excavators
need to keep meticulous
records of the dig, mapping all
located artifacts and features,
as well as any changes in soil.
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Washington, which also serves as a center for government and social
gatherings. Still, the Chinook continue to fight for formal recognition.
Kevin Gover, in one of his last acts as Assistant Secretary of Indian
Affairs in the Clinton Administration, officially recognized the Chinook
early in January, 2001. Issues of tribal recognition are terribly complex,
however, and since that time formal recognition of the Chinook has
been appealed. As of the date of this writing, and after more than 20
years of struggle, the process continues and the Chinook have still not
been granted tribal recognition. As the Lewis and Clark bicentennial
approaches it is ironic that the people who gave these voyagers of the
Columbia River so much assistance are not recognized by United States
Government.

The focus. ofmuch of this bo~klet has been on the meth~d;

that

archaeol~gists are using to uncover the secrets of Cathlapotle. Archaeologists,

however, could hot have done all of this work alone. They have been assisted
alongtne ~ay by vario,us groups, and none more important than merpbers of the
.·
·
Chinook Tribe.
The Chinook Tribe has been essential to the work that has been done at
Cathlap~tle' Chief.Cliff Snyder, Tribal Chairman Gary. Johnsot1, his. son Tony
Johnson, Charles Furik (Whose artwork graces this booklet), Steve TolJ!!ck, and
numero11s .other tril)al metilhers have given their.
..
khowfedge, time arid' efforts to keep the Cathlapotle
project ~uccessfully moving forward: Early in.the
excavatidri AspeCiaJ <lay was :letaside for members
ofth~'Chinook~:Tiibe to yisit the site. Dufing thi~
visit one of.the tribal elder$ oorrowed a wheel batroW\
from tlil~xcavation and used it as a drum as he sang
traditli:J:nal Chino.ok songs .. Meanwhile, a young
Chinook girlaccompanied hirii with a deer hoof rattle
(photo at right).' As one tribal member commented~
"This may be the first time Chinook songs have been
sung in this place for 150 years!',' Another tribal
member, the late Ed Nielsen, was moved that hy
wrote .a poem about his experien:ce that day al
Cathlapotle~lt is irichtde!l at the erid'ofthis chapter. ..
··.•.
., . ,
.
•' •• §rtifaCts fr~m ¢athlap6tle ha,y~ b,een carefully recoided, catalogueg,
washed aiiifilitensely scriJtinized.· At times the intensity of study taltniifk:e us i
forget thatthe objects we l;w~cl and the features we record weremade ~4;µ$~d by
otl)er livirtg:a,ndbreathhrghµ!na,n beings. So!11e of the descendants o~.the people
who made those, artifacts contiriue to live in the area today. As archaeologist Brian
Fagan ha5 pointed out, "<ill too' o'l:ten, even archaeologists themselves call such
objects just 'artifl.j<,:ts,: We have forgotten they are the voices .of the ~asl:,, voiees
with an importaritlllessage, of respect t.o tell;".•·. Cathlapotle d9es no(represe11t a
stayc past It. ~ptesehfu a connection to people in. th~ present; and· it. is through a
partnership between the Chinook. and archaliologists that ·we have been able to
learn so much aboutthis il11portanfsite.
·
·· ·
·· ·
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This is part of why archaeological research at Cathlapotle is so
important. The soils ofCathlapotle hold a wealth of information about
Chinook culture ... how they lived, what they ate, how they interacted
with the surrounding environment, how their lives were changed by
the arrival of foreign visitors. Members of the Chinook Tribe have
worked closely with archaeologists from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service and Portland State University from the beginning of the project.
Information gathered by archaeologists at the site is combined with
the stories and customs that have been passed down through generations
in an effort to restore the important legacy of the Chinook. Research at
Cathlapotle has reaffirmed the integral role that the Chinook played in
the history of the Northwest, and members of the tribe hope that this is
a positive step toward gaining federal recognition.
Formal excavations at Cathlapotle last occurred during the summer of
1996. But although the excavations have ended for now, the research
continues. Excavation is only a small part of the archaeological process
(see side-bar below). Thousands of artifacts have been recorded and
analyzed in the lab, and a number of masters theses and doctoral

.•....._., What happem after the dig is done? as
,D

••

logis~ Will.tell yo:u that kids they .loved to play in
t4e dir( al}<:f•tJ:latfSwhat attra<;ted them to archaeology in the first place.
··And it's·trlle thatexcavatiop is proliably the most Well"knowti"and
·iQll;i.iifiticizedpa,rf oflit<;haeoJ()gy:]3ut in reality excavation is :Only the tip
6rilie.i9~.~rg:'. . '
... ·.
·• • ....... ·. .. ..•.•· · ..
. .•. . ·.
···· !average~ f~r tv:ery 011~: ~Mr spe,rit•excava(fo:g in the field there
.
.• , Aour h{,1irs;'spent in the lat:>: First, all of the data gllthered f~om
·.the ~~.c~yfitfofi mrislbe cat;efuUy recorded and prpcessed. This includ.es
· wa~ljff!giitid n~mgrring !lrtrfacts, preparing soils!jffiples for processing;
and entefitJgdatil,ic~ntbsprelli:lshee'ts.Theh; aJI of this material is analyzed,
Artifac~ atfsftidfod under mic:rosoopes, soil samples are sent offto.litbs,
and $tati~iic~!Jests 'are run. The next. step is i11terpretation. In thisYstep
archiiifulogiststl)' to figure' out h~'\Yall of.the d~ta theylfave gathered relates
fo the qu~Hpn:S ;ifi~y w!\~tansw~i'.e.d:.The. fin~l step in the·fil'chaeol~gfoal
proce~s . phbfi.cation·of•ihe results~d proper ·cura~ion ·of all collected
rriaterfiils. Thi$. tfnal sfep is .extremely. impl)rtant. Archaeologi~ts have. rm
ethkal responsiblHty to publish• a complete and accessi!}Je record of their

is

re~eatch:;i~w~mher; e:kcavath;m d~strhys pat1;ofthe historicalrecoi:~l:ffhat

Reimch
Design

Dara 6athenng
Datil Protesiing ·
and Analy1i1
.11\t~rpretation

Publirationand

Curation
'potti0 li<ifa' site, that has W&rt excavatedean nevefbe re~excavate.d .
Tliefefore; .t1ieJ1rial repbrt is the only permanent record. of anow vani~hed.
:atchNe. •; '::rw•,)''J ; · ·.• .··•.... ....... .···.· • >> . } • .. < . ~Si-i~p-·\-s··,-.n-t-he-.-r-.o-c-es-'s_o_if-,----~
• .. •~mages of·'7orkers r-v1~. shovd,i;\f1d tr.owe!,. sdhng §?ll through a ari:haeo/6' ~a/research
;~creen ~~~ta ~lazmg ~un~o~.~ate popul~ una~es.qfar~~aeolog)'; (\?d (slightly :ddifi.~dfrom
i,ntr11th, ex~m.~atIOJ} c~~e:an enJ?Y~ble P'.111 of~lie~ob. Byttt1s 0~lya small. Fa ·an 2000 . · ·. · , 341 .
part oftheJoo;;.andd()neonly togatl.ier mformationforthl)larger rqle of• !; • ·•...:. ,pg 1
archaeol6gy ... thatof Jlearchlng ~(ir ~nswers to question~,
' .
.. .
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dissertations on the site have either been completed or are in progress.
Research on the site will continue well into the future, however, as
there are still thousands of artifacts waiting to be analyzed and numerous
questions that remain unanswered. And although there are no current
plans for further excavation, the possibility of future excavations at
the site continues as the soils still hold many secrets.
What do archaeologists hope to gain from their research at Cathlapotle?
As previously noted, part of the importance of the research is the
reconstruction of Chinook lifeways and a reaffirmation of their
important legacy. But archaeologists are also interested in what the
site can tell us about the past environment, especially in comparison to
our environment today. For instance, Dr. R. Lee Lyman, a
zooarchaeologist from the University of Missouri, is interested in the
presence of harbor seal remains at Cathlapotle. Harbor seals no longer
venture that far up the Columbia River, and Dr. Lyman is trying to
determine if this is due to ecological changes caused by 20th century
damming of the river. This issue is also being addressed by Dr. Virginia
Butler, of Portland State University, who is studying fish remains from
the site. Geological research at the site is attempting to answer questions
about how the people of Cathlapotle adapted to recurring floods, and
what possible influence volcanic eruptions may have had on the flow
of the Columbia River, its tributaries, and the formation of the landform
upon which the site sits.
Excavation can be an
extremely enjoyable part of
the archaeological process.
But it can also be hard,
backbreaking, and tedious
work.
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Not all of the efforts at Cathlapotle are purely research oriented. As
mentioned in the first chapter, few Chinookan village sites are left
along the Columbia River. Erosion, looting and development have
damaged or completely destroyed most of them. Cathlapotle, as one of
the few village sites remaining, is an extremely precious cultural
resource. Furthermore, federal regulations require that important
archaeological sites found on federal lands be protected from both
destruction due to development and looting. Therefore, archaeological
sites are not simply excavated and then forgotten. Continuing
stewardship is necessary. Archaeologists, along with Chinook tribal
members and staff at the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge, are
developing plans for the long-term management of the site. This
includes determining how to best protect this important historical site,
while at the same time sharing with the public the fabulous wealth of
information about the history of the Northwest that this site has given
us. Plans include the development of a Discovery Center, located on
refuge grounds, which would serve both as curation center for recovered
artifacts and an interpretation center for the public.

Cathlapot/e,jirst a
thriving village and then
a bustling center for
archaeology, has again
been claimed by the
forest.

Cathlapotle, which went from a center of trade activity to a center of
archaeological activity, is again covered by dense vegetation and
swarms of mosquitoes. Added to slight depressions in the ground left
by Chinookan plankhouses are slight depressions left by archaeological
pits and trenches. Cathlapotle contains in its soils the story of a great
and prosperous people. It also contains the story of people who wish to
learn its history and the valuable lessons it can teach. The soils of
Cathlapotle hold many stories and secrets.
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At (athlapotle
by Ed ttiel!en,
Chinook ©Poet,
lqq5
Chinook poet Ed ttiel1en vi1ited the excavation 1ite in July, lqq5, and then captured hi1 expereirnce in thi1 poem. It ii a
celebration of the di1rnverei1 the archaeolo~1t1 at Cathlapotle have made about the culture of hi1 people.
Brown, duity field
what mret1 doei
the ancient mil yield?
6ho1t1 iuperimpo1ed
upon the living...
In 1hadoW1 of treei
1tudent1 of Archaeology
bring to preient light
the pa1t people'! living
Their are My People'1
Livei buried in thi1
lacred land, lacred loil!
Thi1 ii the Chinookan tti1tory
coming to avery different
Time'11ight
green tree limbed
1hadow iummered light
in the dig1, ridgei of
long extinct firei
!Oil !hadOW!
layen of debri1
we 1tand in thi1 place
of pait living
but life ii here again
The Chinookan Hi1tory
ii once again
~ven back to U1 !

Maybe only tool1
once held
but the 1ilent whilperi
a1 hand1 11ice the air
what liei behind all/
The living and lpiritl
mperimpo1ed
time and 1pace
1tudying mil,
1edate pace
mil on hand1 and face
rectangualr 1pace
The Pait ii real!
Ai real a1 the 1weat on my brow
Ai real a1 the hard packed
Earth'1 mrface agaimt
1andaled feet
Ai real a1 the time limit!
limited time to excavate,
uncover
di1rnver the di1tant (pa1t)
truth!
quietly picking my way
through dig1, itringed off
area1, wheelbarroW!,
ioil 1hiften, 1mudged notei,
1hoveh, bucket!,

comm and 1quarei
Memoriei catch time'11ecret1
Humanity 1harei
care. attention to detail
1crutiny 10 1crupuloui
The layen oftime in the 1oil
rotted timberi
the a1hei of the firei
bit! and piecei of the
animal! they ate
Theie people bring them
Alive!
They help the memory mrvive!
All their dedication,
patient, oh, infinite patience
work, houri of work
1tati1tiC1, lab work
bonei, buried homei
to recomtrutt the homei
that 1tood, the livei of
The Chinook People
Of Cathlapotle!
The Chinookan People'1
lpiritl mperimpo1ed
in theie 1ame 1pacei with the
living!
The Chinook! Of Cathlapotle!
4~
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